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In  the  midst  of  a  rare  Irish  hurricane,  an 

expatriate  American  writer  admits  a  not- 
quite-human  visitor  into  his  castle... 

On  a  raven-moon  night  in  Mexico,  a 
Native  American  dancer  watches  in  silent 

horror  as  a  stranger  is  skinned  alive... 
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An  acknowledged  master  of  contemporary 
fantasy,  Tom  Deitz  has  long  been  admired 
for  the  vivid  worlds  and  characters  he 

creates — and  for  his  incomparable  ability 
to  blend  the  magical  with  the  mundane. 
With  ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY,  he  etches 

a  dark  and  fantastic  tale  that  seamlessly 
combines  Celtic  myth  and  Native  American 
lore  with  future  speculation  and  cetacean 
science. 

In  the  year  2024,  in  the  shining  New  World 

capital  of  North  America's  independent 
Indian  tribes,  three  extraordinary  young 
people  are  brought  together  by  a  series  of 
bizarre  events:  Kevin  Mauney,  who  travels 

halfway  across  the  globe  to  deliver  a  cryp- 

tic, troubling  message... Kevin's  estranged 
sister  Carolyn,  who  dies  and  is  miraculously 
reborn  while  investigating  the  unexplained 
murder/mutilation  of  scores  of  intelli- 

gent sea  mammals... and  a  Cherokee  dip- 
lomat/traditional dancer  named  Thunderbird 

O'Connor,  who  stumbles  into  a  nightmare 
one  evening  on  a  secluded  Mexican  beach. 
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Part  One 





Chapter  I: 
A  Dark  and  Stormy  Night 

(Clononey  Castle,  County  Offaly— United  Eire) 
(Wednesday,  August  31 — near  midnight) 

"  'You're  wrong!'  Andrew  snapped.  Whereupon  he 
turned  sharp  left  in  the  middle  of  the  meadow — and 

disappeared." 
'Yuummbu're  wruummbng,'  Andrew  snapped. 

Whereupuummbn  he  turned  sharp  left  in  the  mid- 
dle uummbf  the  meaduummbw — and  disap- 

peared. ' 
"Bullshit,"  Kevin  Mauney  groaned  in  tired-eyed 

turn — and  flung  himself  back  in  his  chrome-and- 
black-leather  office  chair,  green  eyes  fixed 
accusingly  on  the  computer  screen,  where  the  gar- 

bled parody  of  what  he'd  just  enunciated  in  perfect 
Georgia-accented  American  English  taunted  him, 
oblivious  to  the  fact  that  a  small  fortune  in  electronic 

demons  had  served  up  anything  other  than  what 

he'd  requested.  And  it  wasn't  like  he'd  asked  the 
MacAm  to  attempt  anything  complicated  either;  no 
more  than  transcribe  what  he  told  it,  while  editing 
out  extraneous  noise. 

Which,  for  the  eighth  time  in  three  days,  it  had 
blatantly  failed  to  do. 

So  maybe  the  wee  folk  really  were  jealous  little 
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isolationists  and  were  jinxing  it  for  spite,  as  Cam- 
eron McMillan,  his  solicitor,  had  half-seriously 

warned  while  shepherding  the  unruly  tidbit  of  illegal 
tech  through  customs  a  year  gone  by.  Eirish  nation- 

als weren't  supposed  to  have  access  to  even  the 
temptation  of  Ameritech,  after  all,  duty-free  or  not. 
That  McMillan  had  managed  to  maneuver  a  dozen 
Apple  MacAmericas  through  the  morass  of  protec- 

tionist legislation  anyway  was  due  as  much  to  the 
economic  clout  of  a  thriving  community  of  expatri- 

ate American  novelists  (all  of  whom  swore  faithfully 

not  to  resell  their  grey-market  toys)  as  to  McMillan's 
finesse  at  navigating  the  labyrinths  of  import  law. 

Trouble  was,  somewhere  between  Lilburn,  Geor- 
gia, where  Smallfoot,  Inc.,  stamped  out  the  software, 

and  here  in  the  heart  of  UniEire,  something  had  gone 
haywire  with  the  junk-noise  filter,  so  that  while  the 
antique  Steeleye  Span  CD  that  had  been  soothing 

Kevin's  muse  was  ignored  just  fine,  all  the  'Os'  in  his 
dictation  got  confounded  with  the  thunder  that  was 
bellowing  and  booming  west  of  the  keep  like  a  whole 
battalion  of  fairy  drummers  on  the  march.  Which 
resulted  in  gibberish. 

"  'Buhl-shee-ut! "  the  screen  displayed  help- 
fully— half  a  minute  late. 

Kevin  growled  at  it,  felt  for  the  bottle  of  Guinness 
on  the  flagstones  at  his  feet,  missed  it,  and  shifted 
his  gaze  from  the  cursed  CRT  to  the  slit  of  darkness 
a  meter  to  the  right,  which  also  happened  to  be  the 
lone  south  window  in  the  top  level  of  the  tiny  six- 

teenth-century towerhouse-cum-keep  in  which  he 
was  besieged.  The  thunder  promptly  roared  louder. 
Lightning  struck  across  the  road,  bleaching  the 
world  bone  white.  Kevin  steeled  himself  for  the  en- 

suing concussion. 
It  obliged. 
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It  also  blew  out  the  phone. 
And  upset  the  Guinness. 

And  that  did  it!  Sighing,  he  told  the  MacAm  "Off," 
mopped  at  the  mess  on  the  floor  with  a  stray  sock, 
and  rose,  to  flop  against  the  white-plastered  wall — 
which  felt  reassuringly  solid  and  gremlin-proof. 

Granted,  Glononey  wasn't  much  of  a  castle,  as  cas- 
tles went;  but  it  had  been  a  steal  when  he'd  used  the 

windfall  from  the  movie  rights  to  his  second  novel 
to  flee  the  States  on  his  thirtieth  birthday  three 

years  back.  On  the  other  hand,  his  needs  were  sim- 
ple, and  if  his  great  hall  was  only  five-by-six  meters, 

and  the  whole  pile  held  no  more  floor  space  across 
four  levels  than  an  American  ranch  house  did  on 

one — well,  that  was  as  much  castle  as  he  plus  old 
Mrs.  Shaughnassy  could  maintain  solo.  Though  if 
the  computer  glitches  kept  up,  he  might  take  to  leav- 

ing cream  for  the  brownies  just  to  hedge  his  bets. 
This  might  be  the  first  fourth  of  the  twenty-first 

century,  after  all,  but  (love  for  his  adopted  land  not- 
withstanding) change  progressed  faster  in  some 

quarters  than  others,  and  UniEire  was  definitely  in 
the  latter  camp. 

Abruptly,  the  lights  flickered,  then  returned — at 
half  fizz,  courtesy  of  batteries  that  had  apparently 
not  been  charging  as  they  ought.  Somewhere  in  the 
murky  chaos,  the  CD  player  whirred,  clicked,  and 

served  up  uGold,  Haily,  Windy  Night." 
Which  had  to  be  an  omen — though  of  what,  Kevin 

had  no  idea.  Bad  weather  had  come  to  be  a  given 
lately,  and  the  fact  that  the  stuff  presently  clobber- 

ing Glononey  was  the  leading  edge  of  a  genuine  US- 
style  hurricane  made  little  difference  in  the  real 
world.  The  place  had  held  up  for  five  hundred  years; 
it  could  certainly  manage  the  additional  sixty  Kevin 

figured  he'd  be  hanging  around. 
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More  lightning. 

"Go  away/'  he  muttered  to  the  embattled  sky. 
"Just  go  the  fuck  away!" 

Yeah,  sure.  Like  his  words  actually  contained  any- 
thing like  the  power  his  editors  claimed  hid  in  his 

fantasy  fiction.  Folks  believed  in  magic  when  they 
read  The  Unmarked  Road  and  Road  of  Light,  so  re- 

viewers on  six  continents  agreed,  and  seven-figure 
sales  plus  a  bag  of  fan  mail  a  month  bore  out.  He 
wished  he  believed  in  it  now — at  least  enough  to  turn 
aside  this  storm  and  get  him  back  to  work  on  novel 
number  three. 

"Go  away!"  he  repeated,  louder. 
The  power  promptly  slipped  again.  The  pulse  of 

the  storm  picked  up  alarmingly.  Lightning  flared 

brighter — and  more  frequently  yet.  Thunder  ceased 
grumbling  and  commenced  to  shout.  The  hesitant 
patter  of  rain  against  glass  turned  insistent.  And  with 
it  came  sharper  smacks  that  could  only  signal  hail. 

Scowling,  Kevin  grabbed  a  Driza-Bone  from  the 
brass  rack  by  the  foot  of  the  turnpike  stair,  dragged 
it  on,  and  trudged  barefoot  toward  the  roof.  Rain,  he 
could  cope  with,  but  the  vaunted  Hopi  solar  cells  up 
top  that  kept  his  toys  humming,  his  batteries 
charged  even  on  cloudy  days  and  by  moonlight  (so 

he'd  believed),  and  his  power  bills  within  reason 
weren't  designed  to  deal  with  hail.  He'd  have  to 
cover  'em  pronto — if  it  wasn't  too  late  already.  Oth- 

erwise— well,  he  wondered  if  replacements  would 
reflect  the  going  rate  in  UniEire,  the  US,  or  Hop- 
itu-shinumu.  Hopis  (the  Indians)  were  funny  about 
such  things — witness  the  sliding  scale  of  cost,  third- 
world-versus-first — and  could  afford  very  good  law- 

yers. 
He  completed  exactly  one  circuit  of  the  tight  spiral 

staircase  in  the  southeast  tower  before  the  rain  hit 
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him — from  a  door  he'd  left  cracked  and  shouldn't 

have.  But  even  forewarned,  Kevin  wasn't  prepared 
for  the  force  of  the  gale  when  he  stepped  out  of  the 
turret;  nor  for  the  fact  that  hail  might  strike  him 

hard  enough  to  actually  slice  his  face — which  it  did, 
leaving  a  sting  across  an  angular  cheekbone  and  a 
stain  of  blood  on  the  thin  fingers  he  raised  to  probe 
it. 

He  was  too  late  anyway.  One  cell — one  two-meter- 
square  sheet  of  an  obscure  gold-tinted  plasti-alloy- 
ceramic — had  already  been  spiderwebbed  beyond 
repair.  The  other,  protected  in  part  by  the  battle- 

ments, but  mostly  by  the  angle  of  the  rain,  was  still 
intact.  Bending  nearly  horizontal  (and  wishing  he 
weighed  more  than  sixty-eight  kilos),  he  dragged  out 
the  protection  kit  that  had  accompanied  the  cells.  A 
flick  of  studs  opened  it,  to  reveal  a  red  aerosol  can. 
He  nudged  the  nozzle  toward  the  surviving  panel  and 
pressed.  A  thick  foam  fanned  out,  mixing  instantly 
with  the  rain  to  form  a  rubbery  film  across  the  fragile 
cells.  He  sprayed  until  the  good  one  was  covered, 
then  gave  the  damaged  twin  a  go  for  good  measure. 
Sunshine — should  it  ever  return — would  burn  the 
stuff  back  into  a  powder  which  could  be  vacuumed 
up  and  reused.  And  get  the  Hopis  (the  cells)  fired  up 
again  in  the  bargain. 

Meanwhile,  Kevin  resigned  himself  to  candles,  of 

which,  per  his  housekeeper's  advice,  he  had  stock- 
piled a  slew. 

He  had  just  turned  to  go  back  inside  when  a  par- 
ticularly vicious  gust  slung  him  toward  the  southern 

parapet.  He  staggered,  slipped,  rolled  (through  pud- 
dling water),  and  lodged  against  the  wall,  where  he 

caught  his  breath.  Then,  cautiously  and  rather 
shaken,  he  dragged  himself  to  his  feet.  The  maneu- 

ver gave  him  a  view  through  an  embrasure,  to  where 
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a  good  chunk  of  County  Offaly  lay  dark  and  nervous 
beneath  clouds  that  would  have  done  Dore  proud. 
Lightning  to  the  west  looked  like  fireworks,  which 

meant  that  the  tenth-century  round  tower  at  Clon- 
macnoise  was  taking  another  buffeting — and  prob- 

ably damage. 

Which  wasn't  his  problem.  Conversely,  if  the 
makeshift  garage  in  the  forecourt  came  down  on  the 

Beast,  that  would  not  be  good — not  with  the  RX-9 
still  in  the  shop.  It  was  when  he  craned  his  neck  to 
check  that  he  saw  the  traveler. 

The  strip  of  highway  that  skirted  Clononey  was 

little  used  at  best — since  he'd  been  up  top,  exactly 
one  set  of  headlights  had  slashed  across  the  pave- 

ment. And  since  no  one  in  his  right  mind  would  be 
out  on  a  night  like  this  sans  vehicle,  the  lone  figure 
hunching  its  way  along  the  road  a  quarter  klik  away 
was  bound  to  attract  attention.  What  with  the  driv- 

ing rain  and  the  glowering  dark,  Kevin  got  no  more 

than  a  suggestion  of  a  shape — certainly  not  whether 
it  was  male  or  female.  Only  that  it  was  wearing  a 

long  coat  and  moving  uncertainly — though  that  last 
could  be  a  function  of  the  wind.  Probably  he  should 

go  down  and  invite  whoever  it  was  in — do  unto  oth- 
ers, shelter  from  the  storm,  and  all  that  good  stuff. 

On  the  other  hand  .  .  . 

No,  he  told  himself.  He'd  do  the  right  thing.  He 
was,  after  all,  half  a  Southerner. 

A  quick  jog  downstairs  took  him  past  the  office. 
Unfortunately,  the  power  slipped  another  notch  one 
level  lower,  leaving  him  to  grope  for  candles  and 
matches  in  an  alcove  outside  his  bedroom.  A  glance 
out  the  window  while  he  rustled  up  a  light  showed  a 
car  accelerating  past  Clononey  at  precisely  the  rate 

and  trajectory  to  suggest  it  had  rescued  the  trav- 
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eler — nor  was  the  poor  wretch  in  sight.  Fine!  Some- 
one else  was  playing  Good  Samaritan. 

So  what  should  he  do  now?  The  time-chip  in  his 
earstud  told  his  brain  it  was  two  minutes  past  mid- 

night; and  since  the  power  wouldn't  revive  beyond 
the  minimal  level  the  unreliable  batteries  provided 
until  the  sun  returned,  he  had  little  choice  but  to  flat 
out. 

With  that  in  mind,  he  set  the  candle  on  the  heavy 

oak  stand  beside  his  tartan-draped  bed,  padded  into 
the  bath,  and  began  to  strip.  Soggy  green  sweater 

joined  sopping  drawstringed  black  jeans.  He  was  as- 
sessing the  state  of  his  scarlet  skivvies  when  a  par- 

ticularly virulent  bolt  turned  the  world  white, 

numbed  his  ears — and  made  him  jump  about  three 

feet  straight  up.  His  eyes  still  hadn't  rediscovered color  when  the  first  knock  sounded. 

He  grimaced  at  his  flame-lit  reflection,  half  ex- 
pecting the  narrow,  shock-haired  face  to  shake  its 

head  and  tell  him  it  was  his  imagination. 
Except  there  it  was  again.  And  since,  to  use  one 

of  the  cliches  he  studiously  avoided  in  his  fiction,  it 

wasn't  a  fit  night  out  for  man  nor  beast,  he  had  no 
choice  but  to  respond. 

First,  though,  he  stepped  back  into  his  jeans  and, 
just  for  good  measure,  slipped  a  derringer  that  would 
have  got  him  deported  into  his  right  front  pocket.  It 
bagged  awkwardly,  threatening  to  drag  the  garment 

off  his  skimpy  hips.  Still,  one  couldn't  be  too  careful. 
Another  twist  of  stairs  brought  him  past  the  guest 

level  (a  second  round  of  knocks  likewise  sounded 
there),  and  another  thrust  him  out  in  the  vestibule 
that  fronted  the  great  hall.  A  massive  pseudoak  door 
to  his  left  gave  onto  the  storm — and  whoever  it  had 
driven  to  his  door. 
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More  knocks.  The  portal  shook.  "Who  is  it?"  he 
called  cautiously. 

Silence. 

Then,  faintly:  "Kevin  Mauney?" 
That  gave  him  a  start.  Few  of  the  locals  knew  who 

lived  in  Glononey,  and  bloody  few  of  them  would  be 
out  on  a  night  like  this.  Still .  .  .  what  was  life  with- 

out adventure?  With  that  in  mind  (and  pistol  in 
pocketed  hand),  Kevin  punched  in  the  security 
code,  and  when  it  flashed  green,  pulled  back  the 
heavy  panel. 

He  was  not  prepared  for  what  he  saw.  For  not  only 
did  he  not  know  the  gaping  figure  on  his  doorstep, 
he  was  not  even  certain  if  it  was  sentient,  never 
mind  its  age  or  gender. 

A  tentative  assessment  said  traumed-out  teenage 
male,  with  option  to  reassign  all  three.  All  that  was 
clear  beyond  a  dark,  duster-style  coat,  was  a  smooth, 
androgynously  angled  face,  vacant  brown  eyes,  and 
hair — lots  and  lots  of  hair.  Soaking  wet  it  was;  moss 
green,  and  long  enough  to  vanish  into  the  collar  of 
the  coat  slender  hands  clutched  across  its  chest.  He 

stared  at  the  hair,  then  shrugged.  Jewel  tones  had 
been  the  rage  among  the  trendy  set  for  more  than  a 

year,  and  it  wasn't  that  far  from  an  American  point 
of  view  to  either  Limerick,  Galway,  or  Dublin.  Shoot, 

a  finger-wide  blaze  of  electric  blue  bisected  Kevin's 
own  natural  carrot  orange — and  he  wasn't  even  half 
strange. 

"M-may  I  enter?"  the  figure  stammered  through 
chattering  teeth,  though  it  wasn't  cold.  It — he — 
looked  utterly  miserable. 

"Uh — yeah — sure,"  Kevin  replied  automatically, 
as  he  stepped  aside  for  the  .  .  .  lad  to  enter.  For  his 
part,  the  visitor  made  no  move  to  progress  beyond 
the  vestibule,  for  which  Kevin  was  grateful,  as  a  pool 
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around  his  feet  was  expanding  by  the  second.  It  was 

while  he  stood  gnawing  his  lip  at  the  bepuddled  flag- 
stones that  Kevin  realized  that  the  visitor  was  bare- 

foot, his  feet  narrow,  neat,  and  pale  in  the  flickering 
candlelight. 

"I  am  .  .  .  sorry  to  trouble  you,"  the  youth  mur- 
mured, as  he  unclenched  his  hands  from  his  lapels 

and  slowly  eased  his  coat  back.  It  looked  exceedingly 
threadbare.  His  voice  had  a  threadbare  quality,  too, 
as  though  he  were  unaccustomed  to  speaking.  Kevin 

couldn't  place  his  accent,  though  the  lilt  of  Gaelic 
wove  through  it  like  silk  in  heavy  linen. 

Kevin  was  there  to  take  the  garment  and  hang  it 
on  a  hook  by  the  door.  Beneath  it,  the  visitor  wore 
a  plain  black  T-shirt  and  loose,  drawstringed  jeans, 
both  of  which  were  too  big  for  what  Kevin  now  saw 

was,  saving  the  shoulders,  a  boy-slight  frame. 
He  also  noted  that  the  moss  green  hair  hung  to  the 

gathered  waistband. 
A  car  whooshed  by  out  on  the  highway,  its  lights 

briefly  setting  the  embattled  outer  ward  into  snag- 
gle toothed  relief.  Thunder  exploded  again.  The 

youth  flinched — though  Kevin  had  the  odd  suspicion 
it  was  more  from  the  car  than  the  storm. 

"Are  you  okay?"  Kevin  blurted  out,  as  the  lad eased  toward  the  inner  door. 

"I  will  be — when  I  conclude  my  mission." 
"Mission?"  Kevin  echoed,  startled,  uncertain  what 

to  make  of  this  unlikely  guest.  Scowling,  he  snapped 
the  bolt  and  followed  the  youth  into  his  great  hall. 
Fortunately,  there  was  enough  juice  left  in  the  bat- 

teries to  keep  the  security  light  there  going,  which 
he  quickly  augmented  with  candles  as  the  lad  made 
his  way  toward  the  fireplace.  He  was  shaking,  Kevin 
realized,  and  now  that  he  was  aware  of  it,  there  re- 

ally was  a  chill  in  the  room,  summer  notwithstand- 
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ing.  A  button  by  the  mantel  drained  the  batteries 
enough  to  set  the  gas  grate  there  alight,  and  the  room 
brightened  as  flame  leapt  up  among  real  logs.  The 
visitor  said  nothing — seemed  as  traumed-out  as 
ever — but  his  expression  softened  as  he  turned  his 
back  to  the  blaze. 

Kevin  faced  him  across  the  plain  trestle  table  that 

dominated  the  center  of  the  room.  "I,  uh,  don't  mean 
to  be  snotty  about  this,"  he  began,  "and  .  .  .  well,  you 
obviously  know  me — but .  .  .  who  exactly  are  you?" 

The  youth  blinked  at  him  and  plucked  nervously 

at  his  sodden  pants.  "Would  it  trouble  you  if  I  re- 
moved these?" 

Kevin  blinked  back,  vacillating  between  paranoid 
American  and  Irish  lord-of-the-hall,  with  instinctive 
Southern  hospitality  tossed  in.  Oh  well,  he  had  the 

gun,  and  the  guest  didn't  look  like  the  aggressive 
type;  he'd  play  it  cool  for  the  next  little  while,  then 
determine  a  course  of  action.  Probably  this  was  no 

more  than  an  overardent  fan;  he'd  had  them  before. 
"Bath's  in  the  corner,"  he  concluded.  "And  .  .  .  are 
you  hungry?  Can  I  get  you  something  to  eat  or 

drink?" 
More  blinks,  then.  "Yes  ...  I  suppose  I  am  hun- 

gry." "Get  out  of  those  clothes,"  Kevin  sighed,  pointing 
toward  the  southwest  tower.  "I'll  see  what  I  can  rus- 

tle up — it'll  be  cold,  though.  Power's  off." 
Not  waiting  for  a  reply,  Kevin  zipped  to  the  ad- 

joining kitchen,  where  the  fish  chowder  Mrs. 
Shaughnassy  had  contrived  for  supper  was  still 
faintly  warm  on  the  stove.  He  ladled  out  a  bowlful, 
grabbed  a  handful  of  cut  raw  vegetables  as  a  side, 
and  added  a  slab  of  bread.  Given  the  power  situation, 

he  forewent  the  'fridge,  but  retrieved  two  bottles  of 
Guinness  and  one  of  white  wine  from  the  pantry,  all 
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of  which  he  crammed  on  a  wooden  tray. 
A  moment  later,  he  set  the  make-do  meal  on  the 

table,  claimed  the  bench  across  the  boards  from  the 

fireplace — and  tried  neither  to  watch  nor  offer  com- 
mentary about  propriety  and  ignored  directions  as 

his  now-shirtless  visitor  fumbled  with  the  drawstring 
that  secured  his  pants  and  let  them  slide  squishily 
to  the  floor.  At  which  point  Kevin  noted  several 
things  simultaneously. 

First,  the  fellow  wore  no  underwear.  Secondly, 
had  there  been  any  doubt  before,  he  was  definitely 
male.  He  was  also  shorter  than  Kevin  had  thought: 

no  more  than  one-seventy  sims,  and  slightly,  if 
gracefully,  built.  He  had  good  shoulders,  though, 
well-defined  chest  muscles,  and  a  flat  belly,  which 
combined  into  what  Kevin  tended  to  think  of  as  a 

swimmer's  body.  And  it  was  a  good  thing  he  had  lots 
of  hair  on  his  head,  because,  saving  a  green  splatter 
at  his  groin,  he  had  none  anywhere  else. 

But  the  item  that  caught  Kevin's  attention  most 
forcefully,  as  the  youth  stood  steaming  before  the 
fire,  was  the  utterly  unself conscious  way  he  wore  his 

body.  Kevin  was  no  prude — he'd  been  to  his  share 
of  nude  beaches,  both  in  UniEire,  Europe,  and  the 
States;  never  mind  public  pools  and  locker  rooms. 

But  something  about  this  fellow's  attitude  hinted 
that  nudity  was  a  common  state  for  him.  Nor  did  he 
seem  inclined  either  to  dry  off  or  cover  his — well, 
shortcomings  was  certainly  not  the  word.  Instead, 
he  simply  turned  to  face  the  fire,  thereby  releasing 
yet  more  (and  surprisingly  fishy-smelling)  steam 
into  the  room;  then,  when  he  was  evidently  warm 
(but  not  quite  dry),  sat,  clutched  the  bowl  of  soup  in 
both  hands,  and  drank. 

Kevin  popped  a  bottle  of  Guinness  and  slid  it  to- 

ward him,  but  the  youth  shook  his  head.  "Water," 
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he  grunted.  Kevin  shrugged,  swigged  from  the  bottle 
himself,  and  returned  to  the  kitchen,  where  he  filled 
a  large  earthenware  mug. 

The  lad  was  peering  wistfully  at  the  empty  bowl 
when  he  returned.  The  vegetables  had  not  been 
touched;  the  bread  but  nibbled  on. 

"More?"  Kevin  inquired  patiently. 
The  youth  nodded. 
Kevin  fetched  it. 

The  visitor  drank  it  more  slowly.  This  time  he 
sopped  the  bowl  with  the  bread. 

"Glad  you  like  my  cooking — my  cook's  cooking, 
that  is,"  Kevin  ventured  at  last.  "But .  .  .  well,  I  hate 
to  be  a  shit  about  this — but  I'd  really  like  to  at  least 
know  who  you  are,  and  .  .  .  uh,  what  you  want  with 

me." "Fir,"  the  youth  said. 
"Fir?" 
"You  can  call  me  Fir." 
Kevin  masked  a  frown  with  another  swig  of  Guin- 

ness. "That  only  means  man.  It's  Gaelic." 
"It  is  as  much  as  I  need." 

Silence.  Then:  "So  .  .  .  where're  you  from?" 
Fir  looked  up,  scowled,  then  drank  deeply  from 

the  water  mug.  "Most  recently?  Shannon.  Before 
that .  .  .  I  .  .  .  suppose  you  could  say  .  .  .  Leenane." 

Kevin's  frown  deepened.  "That's  a  fair  way  to 
come — though  I  don't  suppose  you  walked  all  the 

way." "I  did  not." 
Silence,  while  Fir  ate  bread  and  drank  water.  His 

hair  was  drying  and  looked  like  emerald  silk.  His 
bare  shoulders  gleamed  ruddy  gold  in  the  firelight, 

the  skin  smooth  as  a  child's.  Kevin  had  to  remind 
himself  that  while  he  wasn't  averse  to  varying  his 
sexual  diet  with  the  odd  fellow,  this  one  was  a  mite 
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too  odd,  good  looks  and  sensual  litheness  notwith- 
standing. Finally  he  folded  his  arms,  squared  his 

shoulders  (having  checked  once  again  on  the  derrin- 

ger), and  said,  "So  what  do  you  want?" 
Fir  did  not  look  up.  "I  have  a  message  for  you." 
Kevin  gnawed  his  lip,  trying  very  hard  to  be  polite, 

but  feeling  his  determination  fading.  "So  would  you, 
uh,  perhaps  like  to  deliver  it,  then?" 

Fir  shook  his  head.  "I  can  only  repeat  it  at  Leen- 

ane." 
"Leenane  .  .  .  ?" 
A  nod. 

"You  know  that's  a  two-hour  drive  from  here — in 

good  weather." Another  nod. 

"This  isn't  good  weather." 
"The  sooner  we  leave,  the  sooner  we  will  both  be 

happy.  The  longer  you  wait,  the  worse  it  will  be.  But 
I  cannot  force  you.  You  are  master  of  your  life,  not 

I." 
Kevin  could  control  himself  no  longer.  "Are  you 

implying  that  I  ought  to  head  out  in  the  middle  of 

the  night  in  a  friggin'  hurricane  to  lug  a  total  stranger 
to  a  podunk  town  somewhere  past  the  back  of  be- 

yond so  he  can  deliver  a  message?  Never  mind  that 

I'm  presently  down  to  one  car — which  I  don't  drive 
in  the  rain  in  the  daytime\" 

"You  don't  trust  me." 
"Would  you?" 
"I  .  .  .  "  Fir's  brow  wrinkled  perplexedly.  "I  do  not 

know.  I  am  not  in  the  habit  of  considering  such 

things." More  silence  as  Kevin  sipped,  Fir  nibbled  bread, 
and  the  room  filled  with  unresolved  tension. 

"I  can  give  you  a  bed  for  the  night,"  Kevin  con- 
ceded finally.  "We  can  talk  about  it  tomorrow." 
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Fir  finished  the  water,  then  pushed  back  from  the 

table,  wincing  as  he  did.  "Perhaps  I  .  .  .  should  rest." Kevin  reached  to  retrieve  the  nearest  candle. 

"Guest  room's  one  floor  up.  If  you  want  to  hang  your 
clothes  by  the  fire,  they'll  probably  be  dry  by  to- 

morrow. Sorry,  but  battery  power  means  no  dryer." 
Fir  did  not  reply;  simply  rose  from  where  he'd 

been  sitting.  Kevin  was  already  halfway  to  the  door 
when  he  heard  the  noise:  a  soft  thump,  followed  by 
a  louder  one,  then  a  low  groan. 
When  he  spun  around,  it  was  to  see  Fir  sprawled 

facedown  on  the  floor.  The  lad's  long  hair  had  slith- 
ered sideways  across  his  shoulders,  for  the  first  time 

revealing  the  small  of  his  back.  But  instead  of 
smooth  firm  skin,  a  sticky  crimson  darkness  gaped 
there.  It  took  Kevin  a  full  ten  seconds  of  dumb-faced 

gawking  to  realize  what  it  was.  "My  God,"  he  whis- 
pered to  the  suddenly  ominous  gloom.  "You've  been 

shot!" 
God's  answer,  if  any,  was  masked  by  thunder. 



Chapter  U: 
Night  of  the  Raven  Moon 
(Sinsynsen,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Thursday,  September  1—just  past  midnight) 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dum-dum — Dum-dum-dum-dum  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Wamblee  gleshka!  Wamblee  gleshka!  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dum-dum — Dum-dum-dum-dum  .  .  . 

Thunderbird  Devlin  O'Connor  was  near  to  achiev- 
ing nirvana — which,  though  a  condition  tradition- 
ally identified  with  those  other  Indians,  was  the  best 

term  he  could  conjure  for  that  perfect  mindless  syn- 
thesis of  sound,  sensation,  and  soul  he  was  presently 

experiencing.  His  dancing,  which  had  already  been 
going  well  that  evening,  courtesy  of  a  particularly 
appreciative  audience  (of  which  a  good  third  were  a 
visiting  toll  team  from  Georgia,  Paolo  Marquez,  who 

owned  the  'Wheel,  had  informed  him),  had  tran- 
scended good  some  time  back  and  was  now,  as  his 

set  wound  down,  bordering  on  ecstatic.  He  did  not 
have  to  think  at  all,  had  no  need  to  work  the  crowd 
and  exaggerate  more  than  style  deemed  proper.  Did 
not  have  to  kick  higher  than  art  demanded,  swish 
his  bustle  more  vigorously,  or  shake  the  deer-hoof 
ankle-rattles  with  greater  force.  He  simply  let  the 
heavy  drumbeats  that  pounded  into  his  ears  from 

17 
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the  air,  and  up  into  his  feet  through  the  hard-sanded 
floor,  merge  in  his  heart  and  take  over.  He  did  not 

know  the  song  that  accompanied  them — Maza-Kute 
was  improvising  on  the  spot — but  he  recognized 
most  of  the  words:  Wamblee  gleshka,  for  instance, 
meant  spotted  bird  or  golden  eagle  in  Lakota.  The 

rest — he'd  memorized  a  fair  chunk  already,  and 
would  get  the  remainder  tonight,  except  that  he  had 
to  cut  out  right  after  his  set  if  he  was  going  to  do 
anybody  any  good  at  the  embassy  mafiana.  The  only 
thing  that  would  have  made  it  better  was  if  the  song 
had  been  in  Cherokee. 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dum-dum — Dura-dum-dura-dum  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Wamblee  gleshka!  Wamblee  gleshka!  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dura-dum — Dum-dum-dura-dum  .  .  . 

"Hoka!" 
Silence. 

'Bird  froze:  crouched  but  alert;  eyes  narrowed  and 
predatory,  feather-clad  arms  outstretched  like  wings 
balancing  on  air:  the  exact  pose  of  a  stooping  eagle, 
whose  essence  he  had  sought  to  emulate. 

Silence  .  .  . 

Then,  like  thunder  rolling  in  over  his  native 
Smoky  Mountains:  a  swelling  storm  of  applause. 

'Bird  blinked  as  he  gazed  past  the  glare  of  foot- 
lights to  where,  ranked  in  six  ascending  adobe-paved 

arcs  around  three  sides  of  the  arena,  sat  the  rustic 
tables  and  chairs  where  over  a  hundred  delighted 
diners  were  clapping  and  cheering  as  energetically 

as  he'd  seen  in  the  five  months  he'd  been  moonlight- 
ing as  a  traditional  dancer  here.  His  consciousness 

promptly  shifted  from  soul-born  reflex  to  showman- 
ship. True,  the  sand  was  warm  underfoot:  Mother 

Earth,  his  oldest,  most  loyal  ally,  but  beneath  it  lay 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  19 

the  concrete  floor  of  the  Medicine  Wheel,  one  of 
many  ethnic  divertos  along  the  Sinsynsen  Strip,  just 

south  of  Aztlan:  the  OAS's  "New  World  Capital." 
He  bowed  his  appreciation,  then  retreated  a  pair 

of  steps,  raised  his  arms  behind  him  in  tribute  to  his 

prototype,  and  dipped  his  head  in  final  acknowledg- 
ment. Two  more  graceful  strides  took  him  to  the  rear 

of  the  arena,  where  he  extended  the  eagle-wing  fan 
in  his  right  hand  in  recognition  of  the  five  members 
of  the  Drum.  The  men — sturdy  Lakota  lads  in  braids, 
old-style  jeans,  and  plaid  shirts — stood  as  one, 
bowed  solemnly,  then  sat  again,  instruments  knee- 
high  before  them. 

"Ladies  and  gentleman,"  the  PA  system  boomed, 
"Thunderbird  O'Connor,  doing  a  traditional-style 
eagle  dance.  Music  by  the  Maza-Kute  Drum  from 
Santee,  Nebraska.  Our  final  set  for  this  evening  will 

begin  in  fifteen  minutes."  And  then  the  same  in 
Spanish.  "Damas  y  caballeros  ..." 

'Bird  had  already  tuned  out  the  announcer  as  he 
eased  around  the  woven-cane  screen  that  framed 

the  Drum  and  concealed  the  arena's  exit.  A  twist 

through  an  archway  put  him  in  the  men's  dressing 
room,  where  a  pair  of  local  fancy  dancers  were  mak- 

ing hasty  adjustments  to  their  elaborate  outfits.  He 
nodded  a  greeting,  gave  them  a  grin  and  a  high  sign, 
and  continued  on. 

"Good  crowd  tonight?  Sf?"  one  called,  cupping  his 
ear,  as  he  pointed  toward  the  arch,  through  which 
the  applause  was  only  now  diminishing. 

"Muy  bueno!"  'Bird  called  back,  then  ducked  into 
the  two-meter-square  cubical  that — since  he  was  a 
featured  regular  performer — was  his  personal  space. 
Long  fingers  pattered  on  a  keypad  set  into  the  wall- 
tall  mirror  that  concealed  his  locker,  and  it  clicked 
open.  Only  then  did  he  realize  that  he  was  still  danc- 
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ing,  still  bearing  the  beat  of  the  new  song  in  his 

head — shoot,  he'd  even  tapped  out  the  unlock  code 
according  to  its  cadence.  God,  but  he  hoped  Mar- 
quez  would  see  fit  to  use  that  Drum  again! 

He  was  still  dancing  as  he  shed  his  garb. 
The  bustle  went  first:  the  taillike  semicircle  of  ea- 

gle feathers  on  his  lower  back;  then  the  feathered 

sleeves;  then  the  porcupine-and-deer-hair  "roach" 
that  crowned  his  head  like  a  mohawk,  representing 
raised  hackles.  His  choker  necklace  and  rattles  fol- 

lowed, then  the  pucker-toed  moccasins  and  buck- 
skin leggings,  and  finally  his  loincloth,  leaving  him 

sweaty,  bronze-skinned,  and  bare:  a  fine  figure  of  a 
slim,  hard-bodied  Cherokee  warrior  of  twenty- 
seven — masters  degree  and  lucrative  day  job  in  the 
diplomatic  corps  notwithstanding. 

As  was  common  when  he'd  been  immersed  in 
dancing,  he  started  when  he  glimpsed  himself:  his 
body  smooth,  clean-lined,  and  unadorned  where  the 
regalia  had  concealed  it — and  sporting  spiritual 
body  paint  everywhere  else,  notably  the  eagle  eyes 

he'd  drawn  around  his  own,  the  concentric  circles 
on  his  chest,  and  the  elaborate  (though  stenciled) 
tattoos  that  banded  his  neck  and  arms.  He  grinned 

at  that:  a  timeless  body  beneath  his  clothes,  pre- 
senting the  face  of  the  past  to  the  modern  world  in 

a  futuristic  city  on  certain  nights  of  the  week.  By 
day — well,  in  a  city  designed  and  built  mostly  by 
Mexicans  and  three-fourths  populated  by  Latin 
Americans,  many  of  whom  had  Indian  blood,  Cher- 

okee coloring  like  his  attracted  little  notice — even  if 
his  actual  features  were  both  sharpened  and  dulled 
by  a  solid  taint  of  Irish  ancestry,  the  latest  but  two 
generations  back.  Indeed,  someone  had  once  told 
him  he  looked  like  an  Irishman  with  an  Indian  paint 
job.  The  description  was  not  inapt. 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  21 

The  business  at  hand  was  to  resurrect  that  person. 

Fortunately,  the  Medicine  Wheel,  like  all  struc- 
tures in  Sinsynsen,  was  brand-new  and  had  been 

conceived  from  the  start  as  an  upscale  establish- 
ment. It  had  thus  been  built  to  the  same  strict  guide- 

lines as  had  governed  the  construction  of  Aztlan, 
whose  official  limits  began  five  kliks  to  the  north. 

Which  meant  it  had  large  modern  kitchens,  enor- 
mous dressing  rooms — and  showers  designed  to  ac- 

commodate a  whole  troupe  of  sweaty  dancers  en 
masse. 

'Bird  had  the  white-tiled  space  to  himself,  and 
chose  the  centermost  of  the  five  stalls  along  the 

nearer  wall.  He  punched  in  his  ID  code  on  a  promi- 
nent red  panel  chest-high  beneath  the  head,  and 

closed  his  eyes.  Programming  promptly  took  over, 
providing  precisely  the  force,  spread,  and  tempera- 

ture he'd  coded  into  it  months  earlier.  It  commenced 
cold  and  hard  to  wake  him  up,  then  shifted  warmer, 

mixing  in  soap  to  dissolve  the  makeup.  'Bird  always 
felt  guilty  about  enjoying  it — typically  he  hated  tech. 
On  the  other  hand,  sometimes  it  felt  good  to  have 
little  electronic  slaves  do  his  bidding. 

It  did  not  feel  good  to  still  be  savoring  the  pound 
of  water  against  his  back  when  the  program  ended. 
That  was  the  downside  of  tech:  because  the  solar 
powered  desalinization  plant  also  cracked  seawater 
into  hydrogen  fuel,  Aztlan  had  water  restrictions:  so 

much  per  cleansing  per  locale  per  day.  He'd  just 
maxed-out  his,  and  couldn't  dial  up  more  for  six 
hours,  no  matter  where  he  was. 

At  least  he'd  had  time  to  scrub  away  the  makeup 
(the  red-and-black  swirls  spiraling  down  the  chro- 

mium drain  were  proof  of  that),  and  indeed  was 
dancing  again  when  he  ducked  into  the  drying  al- 

cove and  let  hot  dry  air  caress  him  for  a  minute 
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more.  Once  blown  almost  fluffy  dry  (saving  his  scap- 
ula-length hair,  which  always  took  longer),  he 

snared  a  towel  from  the  stash  by  the  door  and  pad- 
ded back  to  his  cubby. 

He  grinned  when  he  turned  the  corner,  for  there 
on  his  counter  sat  a  six-pack  of  Dos  Equis.  A  folded 
paper  place  mat  was  stuffed  into  it.  He  opened  it 

curiously.  An  unfamiliar  hand  had  written,  "Enjoyed 
the  show.  Thanks  for  making  our  trip  more  fun — 

hope  this'll  make  your  night  more  fun.  The  Na  Hol- 

los." 'Bird  scowled  at  that.  Na  Hollos?  Oh,  right!  It  was 
a  Choctaw  word  meaning,  roughly,  "white  thing."  In this  context  it  referred  to  the  southeastern  Indian 
stickball  team  that  had  been  so  enthusiastic  about 
his  dance.  Which  reminded  him  that  the  world 

championships  began  tomorrow,  up  in  Aztlan  Sta- 
dium. The  Na  Hollos  were  some  kind  of  upstart,  dark 

horse,  underdog  outfit  comprised  of  white  boys.  He 
had  tickets,  too,  for  one  of  the  later  games.  The 
opening  ceremonies  would  be  broadcast  in  the 
morning. 

Which  was  one  more  reason  to  get  changed,  get 
home,  and  get  his  ass  in  bed! 

Five  minutes  later  his  dance  gear  was  stowed,  his 
hair  essentially  dry,  and  he  was  prancing  out  the 

dressing  room  door.  But  where  before  he'd  worn 
buckskin  and  feathers,  now  he  sported  baggy  black 
cotton  britches,  purple  calf-high  foam-soled  sneaks, 
and  a  sleeveless  metallic  brown  Spandex  skin-shirt 
that  made  him  look  bare-torsoed.  A  gold  ring  in  his 
left  ear,  atypically,  did  not  whisper  the  time,  but  a 
swirl  of  silver  tattoo  in  the  hollow  of  his  right  collar- 

bone was  (under  protest)  his  body  phone — turned 
off  for  the  nonce.  His  hair  was  unbound  and  long.  A 
backpack  preserved  the  Dos  Equis  and  diverse  other 
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items,  two  of  them  bladed,  and  thus  not  quite  legal. 
He  paused  at  the  staff  entrance  to  collect  the  re- 

ceipt for  his  cut  of  tonight's  take,  which  had  already 
been  credited  electronically  to  his  account.  He 
wished,  though,  that  he  could  find  someone  to  talk 
to.  It  had  been  a  great  performance,  and  he  wanted 
to  share  it.  Unfortunately,  Elena  Murray,  the  stage 
manager,  was  giving  the  Drum  a  final  briefing;  and 
this  late,  on  a  weeknight,  no  one  else  was  about.  He 
considered  ducking  into  the  kitchen  for  a  taco,  but 
ditched  the  idea  when  a  glance  at  his  watch  showed 
that  it  was  now  12:30  A.M.  Add  an  hour  to  get  home, 

half  that  to  decompress,  and  he'd  be  lucky  to  flat  out 
before  two- thirty  or  three.  And  he  had  to  be  back  at 
work  as  Cultural  Attache  to  the  Kituwah  Embassy 
by  nine. 

He  was  just  pushing  through  the  outside  door, 

when  an  oddly  accented  female  voice  hailed  him — 

out  of  breath,  as  usual.  "Slippin'  off,  eh?  Is  that  any 
way  to  act  after  yer  best  performance  ever?  You 

oughta  be  out  there  kissin'  las  senoras — senoritas, 
rather." 

'Bird  spun  around,  his  grin  already  half-grown,  to 
see  an  ample  but  attractive  black-haired  woman  of 
mixed  Scots-Greek  descent  bouncing  toward  him, 
large  arms  outstretched  for  an  embrace.  To  his  cha- 

grin, he  blushed.  Suddenly  he  didn't  want  to  talk. 
"Red  Man  get  big  head  if  stay,"  he  grunted  in  his 

worst  stage  Indian  speech,  not  moving.  "Red  Man 
gotta  earn  real  pay  in  mornin'." 

Elena  halted  before  they  collided  and  dropped  her 

arms,  but  grinned  back  anyway.  "After  a  show  like 
that,  I  can  certainly  stake  you  to  a  taxi — AFZoRTA 

fare,  anyway.  Or  if  yer  willin'  to  hang  'round  another 
flora,  I  can  give  you  a  ride.  It'll  take  that  long  any- 

way, if  you  walk." 
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'Bird  tried  to  school  his  expression  into  sad  neu- 
trality for  his  reply.  Elena  was  a  neat  lady  and  a  good 

.  .  .  boss,  he  supposed.  But,  at  thirty-five,  she  was 
just  enough  older  than  he  for  her  subtle  amorous 
intentions  to  make  him  uneasy.  Five  years  younger 
was  another  matter.  Trouble  was,  she  looked  like  his 

mother.  "Thanks  a  bunch,"  he  replied  smoothly. 
"But  I  need  to  walk;  it'll  keep  me  from  tightenin'  up. 
'Sides  .  .  .  I've  gotta  try  to  freeze  that  last  song  in  my 
head  'fore  I  forget  it.  If  I  sing  it  a  dozen  times  on  the 

way,  that  oughta  do." 
Elena  managed  a  crestfallen  smile.  "Yeah,  well .  .  . 

take  care,  then.  I  never  have  liked  that  stretch  of 

beach." 
"I'll  be  fine,"  'Bird  assured  her.  "Great  Drum,  to- 

night— hope  the  fancy  dancers  are  up  to  it.  And  .  .  . 
buenas  noches." 

And  with  that,  he  blew  her  a  kiss — and  entered 
the  Mexican  night. 

It  was  what  'Bird  called  a  raven  moon  night:  the 
wind  soft  as  feathers  and  warm  as  blood,  with  the 
waxing  moon  focusing  the  black  heavens  like  an 
enormous  yellow  eye,  while  low  banks  of  clouds  to 
east  and  west  shimmered  like  the  layered  pinions  of 
folded  wings. 

God,  but  he  felt  good! — as  he  sidestepped  a  clutch 
of  late-night  revelers  along  the  flagstone  walkway 

that  led  to  the  streetside  ramp.  The  'Wheel  itself  rose 
to  the  right:  a  square,  low- walled  structure  of  tan 
sandcrete  and  tabby,  with,  in  alternating  panels 
along  the  steeply  pitched  roof,  the  golden  gleam  of 

the  Hopi  solar  cells  that  had  realigned  the  world's 
energy  cartels — and  political  structures — fifteen 
years  back,  financing,  among  other  things,  the  Na- 
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tive  Peoples  Independence  Movement,  the  success 
of  which  had  given  him  his  job. 

'Bird  scarcely  slowed  for  the  ramp  that  cut 
through  beveled  sandcrete  walls  to  the  crowded 

sidewalk  beside  Sinsynsen  Strip.  (The  'Wheel,  like 
the  southeastern  temple  complexes  on  which  it  was 

based — in  spite  of  its  Plains-style  name — was  situ- 
ated atop  a  rectangular,  head-high  mound  with  slop- 

ing walls.  That  the  originals  would  have  been  far 
higher  and  made  of  trodden  earth  did  not  matter. 

What  mattered  was  that  the  'Wheel — and  others  like 
it  along  the  Strip — provided  a  vehicle  by  which  he 
could  expound  the  glories  of  an  indigenous  Ameri- 

can culture  that  had,  until  the  Native  Autonomy 

Acts  of  ten  years  back,  been  on  the  brink  of  disap- 
pearing.) 

But  that  was  food  for  history  classes  and  political 
science  texts,  not  cultural  anthropologists  such  as 
he.  Besides,  it  smacked  too  much  of  work.  No,  what 

'Bird  wanted  to  do,  as  he  found  himself  becalmed 
among  a  pack  of  probably  Brazilian  businessmen 
watching  an  electric  Chevy  whir  past  (only  electrics, 
and  hydrogen-  or  meth-fueled  vehicles  were  allowed 
within  a  twenty-klik  radius  of  Aztlan),  was  get  that 
song  fixed  in  his  head  before  it  evaporated. 

The  coast  clear,  'Bird  darted  across  the  street,  ar- 
riving between  the  northmost  of  Sinsynsen's  diver- 

tos.  The  one  on  the  left,  the  Moon  Grow,  was  an  Irish 
pub,  whose  frequent  ceilis  he  often  frequented;  the 
one  to  the  right,  called  La  Roscade  Quetzalcoad,  an 
expensive  Pseudo-Aztec  eatery  whose  prime  virtue 
was  that  it  was  the  only  source  of  an  excellent  local 
beer  called,  simply,  Buena  Cerveza.  Beyond  them 
rose  the  range  of  ritzy  hotels  that  fronted  the 
beaches  proper. 

A  short  jog  to  the  left  took  him  past  the  'Grow, 
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across  an  AFZoRTA  line,  the  highway  up  to  Aztlan, 

and  an  extensive  parking  lot — and  onto  sand.  The 
Gulf  roared  into  his  ears:  a  drowsing  water  monster 
a  hundred  meters  to  the  right.  An  irregular  skyline 

of  darkness  to  the  left  was  the  not-so-virgin  jungle  of 
El  Pais  Verde — the  Green  Country — a  five-klik 
scythe  of  greenbelt  deliberately  left  undeveloped, 
mostly  for  aesthetics,  but  also  to  shield  the  citizens 
of  Aztlan  from  the  carnal  delights  inevitable  on  the 

fringe  of  any  world-class  city,  built  from  scratch  or 

not.  No  one  lived  there — officially — but  'Bird's  lone 
buddy  on  the  police  force  (a  Canadian,  since  the 
Mounties  had  the  law  enforcement  contract  for  the 

Zone)  had  told  him  more  than  one  tale  of  midnight 

raids  on  squatters'  huts  and  unlicensed  dealers  in 
exotic  wildlife,  of  which  El  Pais  Verde  boasted 
plenty. 

But  if  'Bird  was  not  pondering  politics,  neither  was 
he  considering  sociology,  city  planning,  law  enforce- 

ment, or  even  exotic  wildlife,  as  he  bent  his  path 
closer  to  the  shore  and  headed  north.  Rather,  he  was 
trying,  very  hard,  to  recall  the  words  to  that  song. 
How  had  it  gone?  He  hummed  the  beat;  then,  on 

impulse,  bent  over  and  unsealed  his  sneaks  (foot- 
ware  was  required  on  the  streets  of  both  Sinsynsen 
and  Aztlan,  which  had  always  galled  him),  stuffed 
them  into  his  backpack,  and  continued  barefoot,  his 
feet  finding  rhythms  in  his  gait  that  echoed  those  of 
the  song: 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dum-dum — dum-dum-dum-dum  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Step-step-step-step — step-step-step-step  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Dum-dum-dum-dum — dum-dum-dum-dum  .  .  . 

.  .  .  Step-step-step-step  .  .  .  step-step — avoid 
stranded  jellyfish  at  high-tide  mark — step-step  .  .  . 
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But  he  couldn't  call  back  the  words. 
He  was  still  pursuing  them  when  movement  far- 

ther up  the  beach  caught  his  eye. 
He  walked  this  route  frequently,  and  often  around 

this  time  of  night,  because  the  stretch  of  sand  was 
usually  deserted  this  late,  and  he  could  therefore 
commune  with  the  wider  world  in  peace.  Perhaps 
once  a  week  would  he  encounter  someone,  typically 
an  amorous  couple — or  trio — or  foursome.  Or  else 
it  was  (mostly)  young  folks  from  the  embassies  seek- 

ing a  more  private  skinny-dip  than  was  viable  in 
their  compounds  or  at  the  big  hotels  that  com- 

manded Aztlan's  picturesque  northeast  coast. 
He  did  not  worry  about  being  mugged,  first  be- 

cause guns  were  illegal  in  Aztlan  save  for  police  and 
security  personnel,  and  second  because  he  was 

young,  strong,  quick,  and  had  wrestled  in  the  sixty- 
five-kilo  class  back  at  Oconoluftee  High. 

This  time,  however,  something  seemed  amiss. 
He  was  midway  between  Sinsynsen  and  the  man- 

icured lawns  of  the  park  that  fringed  the  beltway, 
and  there  was  as  little  light  pollution  as  one  got  this 
close  to  a  city.  Which  would  still  have  shown  him 
almost  nothing  until  he  was  practically  atop  what- 

ever it  was — except  that  tonight  the  moon,  though 
not  full,  was  bright.  And  since  he  had  very  good  eyes 
anyway,  it  was  not  that  difficult  to  determine  that 
what  most  folks  might  presume  to  be  a  pile  of  drift- 

wood or  a  fallen  palm  was  in  fact  a  figure:  large 
enough  to  be  male,  and  hunched  over  something 
with  which  it  was  vigorously  involved. 

The  dark  hump  was  still  at  least  eighty  meters  dis- 
tant, and  was  kneeling  with  its  back  to  him,  showing 

a  plain  cotton  tunic-shirt  of  the  sort  the  local  un- 

derclass wore.  'Bird's  first  thought  was  that  it  was 
digging  with  a  spade,  possibly  for  sea  turtle  eggs — 
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though  hatching  season  wasn't  far  off.  But  as  he 
eased  nearer,  the  odd  flash  in  the  right  hand  resolved 
into  what  seemed  to  be  a  blade  flicking  back  and 
forth  around  a  larger  something  that  lay  before  it,  as 
though  someone  were  whittling  away  at  a  length  of 
palm  trunk. 

But  then  he  caught  the  sounds:  a  rhythmic  grunt 

and  heavy  breathing,  with,  under  it,  a  steady  low- 
pitched  moan  that  sent  chills  racing  up  his  bare 
arms  to  lodge  under  the  long  hair  at  the  top  of  his 
spine.  He  froze  instinctively  and,  as  quietly  as  he 
could,  crept  closer. 

Another  fifteen  paces  brought  him  a  second  set  of 

chills — and  a  lump  in  his  throat.  That  was  no  tree 
being  hewn  by  that  hulking  figure:  It  was  a  man!  A 

naked,  white-haired,  dark-skinned  man!  'Bird  could 
see  the  angle  of  a  bent  knee,  the  sweep  of  an  out- 
thrust  arm. 

Someone  was  being  assaultedl 

Probably  some  fellow  late-nighter  waylaid  by  a 
desperate  squatter. 

"You  there!"  he  yelled,  surprise  having  preempted sense.  And  with  that  he  had  no  choice  but  to  launch 

himself  headlong  up  the  beach. 

The  hunched  figure  started,  glanced  around,  star- 

ing straight  into  the  moonlight,  to  give  'Bird  a  clear 
glimpse  of  a  round  Mexican  face  in  which  a  dark 
mustache  made  a  continuous  line  with  sideburns 

and  shoulder-length  dark  hair.  He  caught  a  flash  of 
uneven  teeth  as  the  man  snarled,  made  a  final  swipe 

with  the  knife,  and  leapt  to  his  feet,  a  sweep  of  blood- 

stained fabric  trailing  from  his  other  hand.  'Bird  had 
but  the  briefest  instant  to  wonder  why  someone 
would  go  to  the  trouble  of  killing  a  person  for  his 

clothes,  then  get  blood  all  over  them,  before  the  as- 
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sailant  uttered  another  wordless  snarl  and  flung  the 
knife  straight  at  him. 

Reflex  was  all  that  saved  'Bird  from  disaster,  hurl- 
ing him  to  the  ground  as  the  blade  swished  through 

the  same  air  his  chest  had  occupied  instants  before. 
By  the  time  he  had  scrambled  back  to  his  feet,  his 
heart  was  thumping  like  a  war  drum,  and  his  mouth 

was  clogged  with  a  sick-sour  taste  he  had  sampled 
but  seldom  before:  abject  primal  fear.  The  assailant 
was  nowhere  in  sight  (the  jungle  fingered  closer  here 
than  anywhere  along  the  whole  five-klik  strand); 

nevertheless,  'Bird  gave  chase,  and  had  dashed  a 
dozen  meters  along  the  very  plain  trail  that  pitted 
the  soft  white  sand  when  a  piteous  groan  behind  him 
braked  him  in  his  tracks.  Logic  immediately  wrested 
him  from  impulse  and  informed  him  that,  adept  at 
such  things  as  he  might  be,  there  was  little  likelihood 

he'd  be  able  to  follow  the  big  man  once  he  hit  un- 
dergrowth, but  that  'Bird  would  be  an  obvious  target 

there;  that  he  had  a  good  description  plus  the — mur- 
der?— weapon  anyway;  and  that  Mounties  were  as 

competent  as  they  came. 
The  victim  needed  help  now. 
Sparing  one  last  distrustful  glare  at  the  ominous 

foliage,  'Bird  jogged  back  to  the  assaultee.  It  was  only 
when  he  knelt  beside  the  sprawling  form,  however, 
that  he  grasped  the  full  horror  of  what  had  tran- 

spired. For  what  he  had  assumed  to  be  some  fellow 
fresh-air-maven  collared  for  his  clothes  and 
stripped,  proved  to  be  far  worse  than  he  could  ever 
have  imagined. 

True,  the  man — if  that's  what  it  was,  since  the  vic- 
tim was  lying  on  its  face — had  been  stripped.  But 

not  merely  of  his  clothes. 
He  had  been  skinned! 
Alive ! 
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'Bird's  gorge  rose,  even  as  his  gaze  took  in  a  white 
blaze  of  skull  he  had  taken  for  an  old  man's  hair,  and 
ropes  of  red  meat  he  had  assumed  were  simply  dark 
skin,  fresh,  perhaps,  from  a  swim.  Mostly  he  saw 
blood — lots  and  lots  of  blood:  a  dark,  spreading  stain 
upon  the  sand,  its  distinctive  metallic  stench  fight- 

ing aside  the  pervasive  ones  of  sand,  seawater,  and 

not-so-distant  swamp.  The  man's  body  was  awash 
with  it  too,  and  glistened  stickily  in  the  moonlight, 
the  ruddiness  marked  only  by  paler  stripes  along  fin- 

gers, feet,  and  at  the  base  of  the  spine  above  the 
buttocks,  where  tendons  had  lain  close  beneath  the 
skin.  Still,  the  fellow  had  groaned;  there  was, 
therefore,  some  chance  he  might  still  be  alive.  Steel- 

ing himself,  'Bird  knelt  beside  him,  noting  that  the 
man  was  not  very  large — perhaps  even  a  teen  or  boy. 

But  just  as  he  extended  a  shaky  hand  to  turn  him 

over,  to  better  gauge  the  rise  and  fall  of  the  too- 
visible  ribs  and  check  for  breathing — or,  possibly, 
get  some  kind  of  statement  from  him — the  figure 
shuddered,  vented  a  liquid  gurgle,  and  lay  still,  mus- 

cles 'Bird  had  not  realized  were  tense — with  agony, 
or  the  expectation  of  death — relaxing  at  last. 

'Bird  was  sick  then:  copiously,  and  for  a  very  long 
time.  But  even  as  he  emptied  his  gut,  he  noted  the 
knife  on  the  sand.  When  he  had  regained  reasonable 
control,  he  staggered  to  it  and  picked  it  up  with  a 
bandanna  from  his  pocket,  careful  to  avoid  touching 
the  oddly  shaped  hilt,  where  fingerprints  would  most 
reasonably  be  expected. 

And  almost  dropped  it  again. 
Not  because  it  still  dripped  blood,  but  because  it 

was  not  made  of  metal  at  all,  but  of  a  dark  vitreous 
material  that  could  only  be  hand-flaked  obsidian! 
Which  was  what  Aztec  priests  had  used  to  flay 

their  victims! 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  31 

He  returned  to  the  body  then,  and  made  a  slow 
circuit  of  the  area,  at  which  time  he  discovered  the 

man's  clothes  in  a  wad  opposite  the  side  by  which 
he  had  arrived. 

It  was  only  then,  with  a  flayed  dead  man  at  his 
feet,  murmuring  water  at  his  back,  and  a  suddenly 

very  dark  jungle  straight  ahead,  that  he  raised  a  fin- 
ger to  the  hollow  beneath  his  collarbone  and  tapped 

the  tattooed  silver  swirl  of  his  body  phone.  A  buzz 
in  his  ear  told  him  it  was  activated. 

"Emergency  911,"  he  gritted  into  the  raven  night. 
"I  need  to  report  a  murder." 

A  pause,  then,  in  his  ear:  "Please  hold." 
"Fuckin'  great!"  'Bird  spat — with  no  choice  but  to 

oblige. 
While  he  did,  music  whispered  in  his  head:  a  pop- 

ular recent  cover  of  an  old  folksong  called  "Twa  Cor- 
bies"— Scots  lyrics,  Irish  melody,  but  sung  in 

Neo-Spanish.  His  anthropologist  aspect  awoke  im- 
mediately— and  presented  him  with  another  set  of 

chills.  Corbies — crows — were  close  kin  to  ravens, 
and  this  was  a  raven  night,  and  his  people  both  as- 

sociated ravens  with  death  (it  was  a  war  title,  among 
other  things)  and  feared  a  kind  of  witch  called  Ka- 
lanu  Ahyeliski,  the  Raven  Mocker,  that  liked  to  eat 
human  hearts.  Never  mind  that  it  was  an  Irish  tune, 

and  the  Morrigu — the  battle  goddess  of  the  Irish 
Celts — was  ofttimes  called  the  Crow  of  Battle,  and 
sometimes,  the  Eater  of  the  Slain.  Or  that  the  Az- 

tecs, whom  the  Spanish  had  conquered  all  those 
years  back,  had  worshiped  a  blood-starved  god 
named  Xipetotec:  Lord  of  the  Flayed  Skins! 

Skins  they  had  removed  with  obsidian  knives  ex- 
actly like  that  in  his  hand! 

Yeah,  he  might  be  on  hold,  but  he  was  getting  an 
earful  of  omens. 
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And,  though  he  hated  to  admit  it,  Thunderbird 

Devlin  O'Connor,  Cultural  Attache  to  the  Kituwah 
Embassy  in  Aztlan,  believed,  very  strongly,  in 
omens. 



Chapter  HI: 
Dawn  of  the  Dead 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — before  dawn) 

"Damn  you,  Big  Brother,"  Carolyn  Mauney- 
Griffith  groaned  into  the  dark.  "God  damn  you!" 

She  sat  straight  up  from  her  futon  and  glared 

across  the  Eirish  linen  coverlet  a  despairing  grand- 
mother in  Ennistymon  had  bequeathed  her  the  pre- 

vious spring,  when  she'd  turned  thirty  with  no  sign 
of  being  wed. 

" 'God  fucking  damn  you!"  she  amended,  to  the 
sliding  glass  patio  doors,  beyond  which  the  sky  was 

barely  pinkening.  "Even  a  hemisphere  away  you 
won't  let  me  rest!" 

It  just  wasn't/air,  damn  it.  She  and  Kevin  weren't 
speaking.  Shoot,  for  the  last  three  years  she'd  tried 
to  convince  herself  that  she  hated  his  guts.  But  if 
that  were  the  case,  why  had  she  awakened  in  the 

very- wee  hours  worrying  about  him? 
Why  indeed? 

He  should  be  fine.  He'd  spent  two-thirds  of  his  life 
in  the  American  South,  after  all,  where  hurricanes 
were  as  common  as  drunks  in  Dublin.  And  if  Geor- 

gia, where  he'd  mostly  grown  up,  didn't  suffer  the 
number  or  intensity  of  them  Florida  did,  it  still  got 
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more  than  UniEire — until  four  years  ago,  at  any  rate. 

That  was  when  whatever  gods  worked  the  world's 
weather  (she  suspected  a  consortium  of  Tlaloc, 
Thor,  and  Zeus,  maybe  with  Shiva  thrown  in)  had 

suddenly  gone  psycho  and  starting  sending  those  lit- 
tle tropical  depressions  skipping  back  across  the  At- 

lantic to  trouble  the  Old  Country  as  often  as  the 
New.  UniEire  had  been  blessed  with  three  class-five 
blows  in  the  last  four  years,  of  which  Buckley  was 

only  the  most  recent.  Though  if  last  night's  forecast 
was  reliable,  it  was  going  to  shift  south — which  ba- 

sically meant  that  Kev's  part  of  the  Emerald  Isle 
would  get  high  winds  and  driving  rain,  but  not  the 
full  force  of  an  actual  hurricane.  On  the  other  hand, 

the  Eirish  still  didn't  have  a  handle  on  how  to  deal 
with  such  things.  Not  like  Floridians. 

Kevin,  having  done  his  BA  in  lit.  at  FSU,  did.  She 
therefore  had  no  business  fretting  about  his  welfare, 
much  less  letting  her  subconscious  get  into  the  act. 
Waking  up  worried  was  one  of  the  things  she  hated 
most. 

Her  ear-watch  told  her  it  was  still  well  shy  of  dawn, 

and  she  wasn't  due  to  get  up  until  an  hour  past  that. 
But  she  bloody  well  wasn't  likely  to  get  back  to  sleep 
now!  Sighing,  she  abandoned  the  futon  and  padded 
down  the  hall.  Her  bare  feet  made  no  sound  on  the 
thick  russet  carpet;  the  air  vent  in  the  floor  tickled 
her  legs  like  gleeful  sprites  bent  on  flipping  up  the 
oversized  Trinity  College  T-shirt  that  was  her  night- 
wear  of  choice.  She  batted  it  down  reflexively  and 

slumped  into  the  living  room-cum-kitchen.  Coffee, 
she  wondered,  or  tea?  America,  or  Eire? 

That  was  pretty  much  the  crux  of  it,  too:  America, 
or  Eire?  Mom  was  Irish  (an  adult  before  unification, 
she  preferred  to  retain  the  old  spelling):  born  and 

bred  in  Cong,  schooled  (as  was  Carolyn,  after  she'd 
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switched  to  marine  biology)  at  Trinity.  Dad  was 
American. 

Well,  no,  not  really.  Kevin's  dad  was  from  the States  for  real  and  sure.  Her  father  .  .  .  now  that  was 

a  very  good  question.  True,  Floyd  Mauney's  name 
was  on  her  birth  certificate,  but  his  background  in 

genetics  had  generated  doubt  about  who  Carolyn's 
sire  might  be — such  strong  doubt,  in  fact,  that  he'd 
simply  stared  at  Mom  over  breakfast  one  summer 
day  three  years  back  and  asked  her.  Mom  had  calmly 
sipped  her  tea  and  told  the  truth.  Carolyn  was  not 
his;  her  father  was  Eirish  (Irish,  rather),  and  no 
more  would  she  say. 

Dad  had  gently  said  "divorce."  Kevin  had  taken  his 
side.  Carolyn  had  thrown  in  with  Mom.  And  the 
Schism  had  yawned  open. 

Trouble  was,  she  couldn't  really  blame  Kev's  dad 
for  being  suspicious.  He,  Kev,  and  Mom  were  all  me- 

dium tall,  while,  at  barely  1.6  meters,  Carolyn  was 
tiny.  They  were  fair,  she  was  dark.  They  had  seri- 

ously red  hair;  hers  (when  not  sun-bleached,  as  it 
was  now)  was  mouse  brown  with  auburn  highlights. 
They  freckled  and  burned;  she  tanned  smoothly. 
They  had  noses,  jaws,  and  chins  sharp  enough  to  cut 
bread;  hers  were  sweetly  blunt  if  not  actually  bland. 
Their  eyes  were  bottle  green;  hers  were  brown  as 
mud.  Not  much  as  single  items,  but  enough  com- 

bined to  implicate  the  milkman  (or,  more  likely,  the 
graduate  assistant). 

But  in  spite  of  all  that,  Carolyn  still  loved  Kev. 

Shoot,  she  loved  her  de  facto  dad — or  had  until  he'd 
screwed  up  Mom.  That  was  one  reason  she  was  here 
in  Aztlan:  to  get  as  far  away  from  all  that  as  she 
could.  And  the  irony,  of  course — one  of  many  she 

could  list — was  that  Kev,  who  had  chosen  Dad's  side, 
was  nevertheless  living  in  Mom's  native  land! 
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Damn  him! 

But  she  was  still  fretting  about  him.  So  perhaps, 
in  his  honor,  she  should  begin  the  day  with  tea. 

She  rummaged  through  the  canisters  on  the 
counter  until  she  found  a  fresh  tin  of  Earl  Grey.  Put- 

ting the  kettle  on — she  could  have  nuked  it,  but 

some  things  just  weren't  proper — she  fished  a 
matching  black  cup  and  saucer  from  the  dishwasher 
and  set  them  on  the  white  faux  marble  bar  that  split 
the  kitchen  from  the  living  room.  That  accom- 

plished, she  fed  the  toaster,  told  the  TV  "On"  in 
hopes  of  getting  an  update  on  Buckley,  and  wan- 

dered back  down  the  hall  to  heed  nature's  morning call. 
And  was  reminded  of  Kevin  yet  again  when  she 

saw  the  latest  issue  of  Eireland  of  the  Welcomes  still 

open  atop  the  clothes  hamper.  She  hadn't  realized 
it  when  she'd  bought  the  magazine,  but  it  had  in- 

cluded a  lavishly  illustrated  article  on  the  young 
(that  was  relative;  thirty-three  no  longer  rated  that 
honor  in  her  estimation)  expatriate  American  nov- 

elist who  lived  in  a  restored  castle  in  County  Offaly 
and  had  written  two  fantasy  novels,  the  most  recent 

of  which  had  stayed  on  the  New  York  Times  best- 
seller list  for  nineteen  weeks  and  been  optioned  for 

the  movies.  The  article  went  on  to  profile  Kevin  Al- 
istair  Mauney,  focusing  on  his  dual  citizenship,  his 

academician  parents'  odd  transatlantic  marriage, 
which  had  seen  him  and  his  sister  brought  up  in 
separate  households  on  two  continents,  and  on  his 
skeptical  reverence  toward  his  fantastic  subject  mat- 

ter. A  sidebar  went  on  to  observe  that  Kevin  was  only 
the  latest  of  a  long  line  of  American  fantasy  authors 
who  had  availed  themselves  of  the  favorable  tax 

status  granted  writers  and  artists  resident  in  the  Em- 
erald Isle.  At  present,  they  paid  no  taxes  in  Eire  at 
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all  and  little  in  the  USA.  Though  with  the  cost  of 
unification  still  being  borne,  there  was  some  doubt 
as  to  how  long  that  practice  would  continue. 

She  had  all  Kev's  books,  too:  the  volume  of  college 
poetry  that  about  fifteen  people  had  bought,  and  the 
two  novels  that  half  the  world  had  bought.  In  fact, 
she  had  every  printing,  of  hardback,  trade,  book 
club,  and  paperback  editions  alike.  She  also  had  the 
British,  Eirish,  German,  French,  Swedish,  Russian, 
Chinese,  Finnish,  Japanese,  and  Spanish  versions. 

Yep,  if  Kev  ever  did  come  calling  (a  few  years  after 

hell  froze  over,  she  supposed),  she'd  have  no  cause 
for  guilt. 

She  wondered  how  he  felt,  though,  there  in  his 
heart  and  center. 

Probably  barely  awake  at  the  moment,  given  the 
time  differential. 

A  pause  to  run  a  brush  through  her  cap  of  short 
brown/blond  hair,  and  she  returned  to  the  kitchen 
to  see  how  the  kettle  was  coming  (still  shy  of  singing, 
but  the  toast  was  done).  She  had  just  flopped  down 
on  the  sofa  and  told  the  TV  to  try  CNN,  since  The 
Weather  Channel  was  obsessing  on  Pretoria,  when  a 
ring  sounded,  simultaneous  with  which  the  TV 
boxed  a  familiar  number  at  the  bottom  of  the  screen. 

Christ,  what  could  the  Ninja  Queen  want  now? 

"Phone.  Answer.  No  pix:  my  end,"  she  sighed  with  a 
scowl,  and  deliberately  took  a  bite  of  toast.  The  tube 
promptly  produced  the  round  face  of  a  serious- 
looking  Oriental  woman  in  her  early  forties.  Her  boss 
at  the  Pan-European  Oceanic  Research  Center, 
Inc. — Cetacean  Behavior  Branch:  Mary  Hasegawa. 
Carolyn  could  tell  by  the  way  Hassie  was  twirling  her 
pen  through  her  fingers  that  something  was  badly 
amiss. 
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"Gary  here,"  she  yawned  pointedly,  through  a mouthful  of  toast. 

"You  sound  like  you're  eating.  Were  you  already 

up?" "As  of  five  minutes  ago." 
"Well  that's  a  relief,  I  was  afraid  I'd  have  to  wake 

you." "Something's  wrong,  isn't  it?" 
Hasegawa  nodded  grimly.  The  pen  speeded  up  un- 

til she  dropped  it.  "It's  happened  again,"  she  said tersely. 

"You're  joking!" 
Hasegawa  shook  her  head.  "I  figured  you'd  want 

to  come  right  on  down — while  the  bodies  are  still 

fresh." 
"Be  there  in  thirty,"  Carolyn  replied,  already  ris- 

ing. "I'll  call  you  back  from  the  car." 
"Don't.  I've  got  about  a  million  things  to  check 

between  now  and  then." 

"Oh,  well,  in  that  case,  see  you  anon." 
"Gary,"  Hasegawa  added,  as  if  an  afterthought, 

"this  one  really  does  look  bad." The  screen  went  blank. 

Carolyn  had  to  nuke  her  tea  after  all,  and  while  it 
was  heating,  searched  for  something  to  wear. 

Unfortunately,  today  was  laundry  day — which 

meant  everything  she'd  normally  have  worn  for  an 
EVA  was  dirty.  Which  left  the  jeans  and  loose-weave 

tunic  she'd  worn  yesterday.  Shoot,  they  were  even 
black,  which  was  fitting,  given  that  she  was  going  to 

view  the  dead.  She  wished,  though,  she'd  thought  to 
ask  how  many  bodies. 



Chapter  IV: 
Broken  Morning 

(Clononey  Castle,  County  Offaly,  United  Eire) 

(Thursday,  September  1 — morning) 

The  first  thing  Kevin  saw  when  he  awoke  was 
moist  brown  eyes.  The  second  was  moss  green 

hair.  There  might  have  been  a  touch  in  there  too — 
or  words — something  that  had  actually  dragged 
him  up  from  slumber.  But  now  that  he  was  con- 

scious, it  was  bloody  unlikely  he'd  conk  out  any- time soon. 

Not  with  a  naked  crazy  man  looming  beside  his 

bed,  looking  anxious  and  impatient — and  even 
younger  than  he  had  the  night  before. 

"Unnnhhh,"  Kevin  groaned,  suppressing  an  urge 
to  turn  away  from  what  little  dawn  light  contrived 
to  slip  past  the  clouds  that  grimed  his  sanctum  with 
a  lifeless  gloom  totally  out  of  sync  with  the  gaudy 
hangings  and  framed  cover  paintings  that  normally 
brightened  his  bedroom.  The  antique  Irish  clock  on 
the  wall  showed  9:31  a.m.  The  modern  American 

alarm  on  the  nightstand  had  been  programmed  for 

seven  and  hadn't  gone  off.  He  hadn't  set  the  one  in his  ear. 

Fir  tapped  his  shoulder. 
Abruptly,  Kevin  sat  straight  up  and  stared  wide- 
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eyed  at  his  ambulatory  wake-up  call.  "What  the  hell 
are  you  doin'  here?"  he  gasped. 

Fir  blinked  at  him  uncomprehendingly.  "I  am 
awake.  You  should  be  too." 

To  cover  his  confusion,  Kevin  yawned  lavishly, 
knuckled  his  eyes,  and  peered  past  the  sleekly  lurk- 

ing shape  to  where  last  night's  fringe-of-hurricane 
showed  no  sign  of  abating.  Or  at  least  the  clouds 
continued  to  glower,  and  scythes  of  rain  still  reaped 
summer  from  the  air.  Another  yawn,  and  he  let  his 

gaze  drift  casually  down  Fir's  bare  flank,  coming  to 
rest  on  a  certain  spot  just  above  his  left  iliac  crest, 

which  he'd  had  the  devil's  own  time  bandaging  last 
night.  The  bandage  was  gone  now,  as  was  the  shiny 

sheath  of  antiseptic  Spraskin  he'd  applied  beneath 
it.  No  more  than  a  pink  spot  now  marred  Fir's 
smooth  white  flesh.  A  dreadful  .  .  .  something  awoke 
in  him  at  that.  Not  fear,  but  a  subtle  unease,  as  if  he 
were  racing  headlong  into  a  situation  nothing  in  his 
life  had  prepared  him  to  resolve,  and  all  the  worse 
because  it  came  packaged  so  attractively. 

Shuddering,  he  slid  his  legs  over  the  side  and 
slumped  on  the  edge  of  the  mattress,  eyeing  his  guest 

uncertainly.  "I  did  patch  you  up  last  night,  didn't  I?" 
A  vacant  shrug.  "I  awoke  with  strips  of  fabric 

around  me.  I  suppose  you  put  them  there." 
"What  choice  did  I  have?"  Kevin  shot  back,  grog- 

giness  and  incredulity  combining  to  banish  tact. 

"You  had  a  hole  in  your  back  the  size  of  a  hurling 
ball  where  something  bang-type  came  out;  never 
mind  the  little  guy  above  your  hip  where  the  sucker 

snuck  in.  I  tried  to  call  an  ambulance  but  the  friggin' 
phone  was  out,  and  the  driveway  looked  like  a 

bloody  moat.  You  weren't  bleeding,  and  the  wound 
was  clean.  If  you  were  gonna  die,  you'd  have  done  it 
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already.  I — "  He  broke  off  in  mid-sentence.  "Turn 
around." 

Fir  did.  Hardly  daring  to  breathe,  Kevin  reached 
out  and  eased  the  long  jade-toned  hair  away  from 

the  small  of  the  youth's  back.  "Jesus,"  he  hissed.  For 
though  a  wound  of  sorts  did  disfigure  Fir's  pristine 
skin  precisely  where  he  recalled:  where  the  big  lower 
back  muscle  bulged  beside  the  spine,  with  the 
smaller  wound  a  dozen  sims  to  the  left,  neither  was 

anything  like  as  large  or  lethal-looking  as  it  had  ap- 
peared by  candlelight.  The  lesser  was  barely  visible, 

the  larger  level  with  the  surrounding  skin  and  neatly 
scabbed  over,  with  mere  traces  of  pink  to  suggest 
fading  inflammation. 

"I  heal  fast,"  Fir  supplied  absently — surprising 
Kevin  no  end  by  actually  volunteering  something. 

"Evidently!"  Kevin  managed,  letting  his  hand  fall 
back  to  the  pieced-velvet  quilt.  "Uh  .  .  .  that  was  a 
bullet  wound,  wasn't  it?" 

Fir  turned  back  around  but  did  not  reply.  Kevin 
rose  wearily  and  stumbled  sky-clad  to  a  pair  of 
carved  wooden  doors  set  into  the  wall  by  the  east 
window  seat.  Opening  them,  he  unearthed  a  wad  of 
purple  briefs  and  a  fresh  pair  of  jeans,  then  paused 

and  added  a  second  of  each.  When  he'd  negated  his nakedness  with  the  first  and  tied  the  second  around 

his  waist,  he  thrust  the  rest  on  his  bare-assed  guest. 
Fir  accepted  only  the  pants  and  donned  them  ten- 

tatively. They  bagged  on  him,  but  little  more  than 
on  Kevin.  The  legs  were  too  long. 

"Bullet  wound,"  Kevin  prompted. 
Fir  fumbled  with  the  waist  tie.  "It  was  loud,  it 

hurt." 
Kevin  rolled  his  eyes  and  prayed  for  restraint. 

"Mind  tellin'  me  how  you  got  it?" 
Fir  scowled  at  him.  "When  was  right  before  I 
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reached  here.  Where  was  .  .  .  near  here.  I  was  walk- 
ing. Something  slick  and  black  came  up  beside  me. 

A  .  .  .  man  looked  out.  There  was  noise.  I  hurt.  I  fell. 

The  black  thing  left.  I  got  up.  I  came  here." 
"And  didn't  think  to  mention  you'd  just  been 

shot?" 
"It  did  not  seem  important.  The  message  did.  I  will 

heal.  The  message  will  not." 
"Messages  can't  heal,  Fir!" 
Fir  did  not  reply. 
Kevin  snorted  under  his  breath  and  selected  a 

loose-knit  green  sweater  from  another  shelf,  before 

once  more  facing  his  guest.  "Breakfast?"  he  sug- 
gested conversationally.  "And  then  your  spiel .  .  . 

okay?" Fir  remained  silent,  but  followed  dutifully  as  Kevin 
led  the  way  down  to  the  ground  floor.  It  was  raining 
when  he  checked  the  second-story  window.  It  was 
raining  harder  when  he  poked  his  nose  outdoors  on 

the  first.  "I  ain't  goin'  out  in  that  for  nobody"  he 
informed  the  other  flatly,  as  he  steered  him  toward 
the  great  hall. 

"It  is  important,"  Fir  replied,  as  he  claimed  his  old 
place  between  the  fireplace  and  the  table.  The  fire 

was  still  lit — Kevin  had  left  it  on  LO  when  he'd  put 
Fir  to  bed  on  the  floor.  He  checked  the  lad's  clothes, 
found  the  jeans  and  T-shirt  dry  (the  latter  as  he  re- 

called: blood-crusted  and  double-holed),  and  the 

long  coat  he'd  retrieved  from  the  vestibule  similarly 
damaged  and  still  a  trifle  damp.  He  killed  the  flame 
before  the  day  got  too  warm,  and  padded  barefoot  to 
the  kitchen. 

"I  can't  use  the  stove  or  the  nuker,"  he  called.  "I'm 
runnin'  on  half  batteries  'til  I  can  get  the  Hopis 
dried."  Hearing  no  reply,  he  found  day-old  donuts, 
granola,  soda  bread,  cartoned  milk,  and  half  a  box  of 
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Lucky  Charms.  Remembering  Fir's  preference  of  the 
previous  meal,  he  filled  a  pitcher  with  water — and 
chose  a  warm  Guinness  for  himself.  Lord  knew  he'd 
probably  need  it. 

"This'll  have  to  do,"  he  said,  as  he  set  the  assem- 
bled food-plus-crockery  on  the  table.  "  'Course  I 

could  try  to  rustle  up  some  bacon  and  eggs  on  the 

fire." 
Fir  regarded  the  food  doubtfully.  Nibbled  a  granola 

bar.  "Is  there  more  soup?" 
"You  mean  the  fish  stuff  we  had  last  night?  It's 

bound  to  be  bad  by  now." 
"Could  I  have  some  anyway?" 
Kevin  stared  at  him.  "Man,  you  got  a  death  wish 

or  something?  Food  poisoning'll  get  you  same  as  bul- 
lets will." 

"I  have  to  take  you  to  Leenane." 
"I  have  to  take  you,  you  mean,"  Kevin  growled 

back.  "And  not  in  this  weather;  not  until  I  find  out 
which  way  Hurricane  Buckley's  goin'.  Leenane's  on 
the  coast,  lest  you  forget." 

"I  still  have  to  take  you — " 
"Please  don't  say  that  again!"  Kevin  choked,  as  he 

trudged  back  to  the  kitchen.  The  chowder  was  where 

he'd  left  it:  covered,  but  otherwise  room-temp.  He 
sniffed  it.  It  smelled  of  fish — fish  on  the  verge  of 
turning.  He  wondered  if  he  dared  risk  it.  Fir,  though 

about  as  strange  as  people  came,  didn't  seem  stupid; 
if  he  wanted  the  stuff,  Kevin  supposed  he  should 
grant  his  boon.  On  the  other  hand,  if  he  did  get  sick 

.  .  .  Well,  today  there'd  be  no  choice  but  to  whisk him  to  Ballinasloe  .  .  . 

His  lips  curved  fiendishly.  Which  would  make  him 

someone  else's  problem! 
And  if  he  just  happened  to  notify  a  certain  chum 

in  the  garda,  so  much  the  better.  Maybe  they  could 
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get  something  rational  out  of  the  kid.  Shoot,  they 
could  drag  out  the  old  sodium  pentothal  and  arrive 
at  the  truth  that  way.  Asking  politely,  it  seemed,  did 
no  good. 

"So,"  Kevin  began  with  strained  civility,  two 
minutes  later,  as  he  slid  a  dubious-smelling  tureen 

before  his  guest,  "what's  so  special  about  this  mes- 
sage that  I  have  to  get  it  in  Leenane?" 

"It  would  be  useless  except  at  Leenane,"  Fir  mum- 
bled between  gulps  of  greasy  broth.  A  healthy  swig 

of  water  punctuated  his  first  bowlful.  A  second  filling 
followed. 

Kevin  puffed  his  cheeks  and  tried  very  hard  not  to 
pace.  It  did  look  marginally  lighter  outside.  And  if 
he  only  went  as  far  as  Ballinasloe,  perhaps  he  could 
drop  Fir  off  at  the  cops  without  stressing  out  utterly. 

Yeah,  he'd  try  that.  If  food  poisoning  didn't  work, 
that'd  be  Plan  B. 

"Okay,"  he  said  at  last.  "You  win.  I've  seen  hurri- 
canes before,  back  in  the  US,  but  I've  never  actually observed  one  since  I  became  a  writer.  And  since  the 

best  way  to  write  about  something  authentically  is 
actually  to  experience  it,  and  since  hurricanes  are 
always  worse  on  the  coast,  in  the  interest  of  book 

research,  I'll  take  you  to  Leenane.  But  you'd  better 
have  a  damned  good  tale  when  we  get  there." 

"It  was  good  soup,"  Fir  observed  brightly.  "But 
could  I  have  a  little  more  water?" 

"We  leave  when  you  finish  that,"  Kevin  sighed, 
whereupon  he  scooped  up  the  pitcher  and  re- 

turned to  the  kitchen.  Sometime  in  the  next  five 
minutes  he  managed  to  wolf  down  two  granola  bars 
and  half  a  donut.  He  drank  cold  instant  coffee  be- 

cause he  was  too  impatient  to  crank  up  the  fi  e- 
place  again.  Hopefully  he  could  find  something 
open  in  town.  Most  folks,  after  all,  did  not  rely  on 
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Hopi  solar  cells  for  all  their  power.  So  much  for 
self-sufficiency. 

Leaving  the  dishes  for  Mrs.  Shaughnassy,  should 
she  prove  fool  enough  to  brave  the  storm,  Kevin  re- 

turned to  the  great  hall.  Fir  was  naked  again,  but 

only  because  he  was  changing  into  the  garb  he'd 
worn  when  he  first  arrived — minus  the  damaged  T- 
shirt.  "No  shoes?"  Kevin  wondered  aloud. 

"Do  not  like  them." 
Kevin  could  only  grimace  and  roll  his  eyes  once 

more.  "I'll  just  be  a  sec,"  he  called,  and  darted  up 
the  stairs.  Back  in  his  room  he  swapped  his  jeans  for 
a  pair  of  charcoal  cords  complete  with  zipper  and 
belt,  and  chose  a  black  T-shirt  to  augment  the 
sweater  he  retained,  with  another  for  Fir.  Scarlet 

socks  and  calf-high  waterproof  boots  completed  the 
ensemble,  save  for  the  obligatory  wallet  and  keys. 

The  derringer  went  back  in  his  pocket — and  would 
disappear  beneath  the  seat  as  soon  as  they  were  un- 

der way,  to  emerge  only  if  Fir  proved  completely  in- 
tractable. 

Maybe.  Kevin  had  never  actually  shot  at  anything 
besides  targets. 

Fir  had  donned  his  duster  over  bare  skin  when 
Kevin  returned — so  much  for  the  loaner  T-shirt.  He 
had  also  tied  his  hair  into  a  tail,  which  was  tucked 
inside.  Which  was  curious.  Most  kids  who  dyed  their 
hair  wanted  it  to  be  seen.  Just  one  more  mystery  to 
add  to  the  mass  knotting  in  his  brain,  Kevin  sup- 

posed. Except  that  this  one  might  begin  to  unravel 
in  less  than  a  quarter  hour,  should  he  make  it  to 
Ballinasloe  with  Fir  none  the  wiser. 

"Ready?"  Kevin  called,  jingling  his  keys — only 
then  realizing  that  Fir  might  not  know  what  they 
were.  Most  cars  he  looked  old  enough  to  have  ridden 
in  cranked  with  plastic  cards. 
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"Yes,  please,"  Fir  replied  politely.  The  soup  bowl, 
Kevin  observed,  as  he  shrugged  into  his  Driza-Bone, 
was  completely  clean.  Fir  looked  content  and  almost 
happy. 

"This  much  humidity,  it  may  take  a  minute  for  the 
car  to  crank — so  wait  'til  I  honk,  okay?  Just  pull  the 
door  to  behind  you.  It'll  lock  automatically." 

Fir  nodded  gravely,  and  Kevin  set  his  mouth, 
squared  his  shoulders,  opened  the  outside  door — 
and  dived  into  the  storm. 

Actually,  it  was  only  drizzling  just  then,  and  he 
managed  the  twenty  meters  to  the  garage  with  no 
more  discomfort  than  one  slip.  And  confronted  the 
Beast. 

It  was  a  triple  black  1976  Mercury  Grand  Marquis 
sedan,  with  every  option  in  the  book,  not  to  omit  the 
voracious  460  V-8  that  drank  very-hi-test  in  two- 
klik-per-liter  gulps.  The  car  had  been  fifteen  years 
old  when  Kevin  was  born,  but  had  amassed  only 

twelve  thousand  miles  when  the  elderly  aunt  who'd 
bought  it  new  had  died,  conveniently  enough,  on  his 

sixteenth  birthday.  It  hadn't  been  quite  his  ideal  of 
trendy  transportation,  but  free  wheels  was  free 

wheels,  as  his  redneck  cousins  observed,  and  he'd 
come  to  savor  the  novelty  of  having  the  largest  car 
in  the  Cedar  Shoals  High  parking  lot.  It  was  also,  as 
best  he  could  tell,  now  the  largest  car  in  UniEire  (the 

U.S.  Ambassador's  Continental  being  a  meter 
shorter  and  five-hundred  kilos  more  svelte).  As  such 
it  served  both  to  remind  Kevin  of  half  his  heritage 
(wretchedly  excessive  though  it  might  be),  and  to 
inject  a  dram  of  drama  into  otherwise  prosaic  drives 
in  a  country  half  the  size  of  his  half-native  Georgia. 

He  did  not,  however,  desire  drama  in  his  driving 
just  now. 

Frowning,  he  unlocked  the  driver's  side,  slid  into 
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the  leather  seat,  slipped  the  derringer  underneath, 
and  turned  on  the  ignition.  Unfortunately  the  Beast 
cranked,  but  the  windows  were  fogged,  and  he  let 
the  car  idle  while  they  demisted.  The  radio  was  play- 

ing something  bluesy  in  Finnish,  and  he  spun  the 
knob  until  he  found  weather.  The  hurricane  had 

turned  south — not  north  as  the  Eirish  had  feared.  It 
would  not  make  landfall  in  Eire  at  all,  though  the 
southern  coast  would  feel  its  wrath,  as,  to  some  de- 

gree, would  the  whole  country,  Eire  not  being  that 
large.  Cornwall,  however,  was  in  for  grief. 

Happily,  he  was  only  going  a  dozen  kliks.  Leenane, 
which  he  had  no  intention  of  visiting,  was  something 
like  ten  times  that  far. 

Eventually  the  windshield  cleared — to  reveal  Fir 
already  in  transit.  The  odd  lad  was  briefly  lost  to 
sight  as  he  rounded  the  corner  of  the  garage,  but 
reappeared  abruptly,  a  dark  blur  by  the  passenger 
window.  Kevin  popped  the  power  locks;  then,  when 

the  youth  hesitated,  stretched  over  to  flip  the  han- 
dle. Likely  it  was  his  first  encounter  with  any  car 

this  old,  much  less  an  American  one. 
Fir  looked  uneasy  as  he  climbed  stiffly  in.  His 

hands  had  retreated  beneath  his  coat  again — which 
Kevin  had  begun  to  assume  was  typical.  The  stiffness 
he  attributed  to  residual  pain  from  the  wound. 

"Ready?"  Kevin  sighed. 
"Yes.  Please."  But  with  a  scowl. 
Kevin  bit  his  lip,  snicked  the  car  into  gear,  and 

eased  it  into  the  forecourt  and  thence  beyond  the 
curtain  walls.  A  sharp  left  put  him  on  the  driveway 
facing  the  road,  and  thirty  meters  (ten  of  them 
through  hub-deep  water,  which  had  nevertheless 
dropped  a  third  of  a  meter  since  last  night)  and  a 
right  put  him  on  the  highway  heading  west.  The  ra- 

dio had  found  some  old  U2  to  play — doubtless  an- 



48  Tom  Deitz 

other  forty-year  retrospective.  Fir  continued  to  sit 
stiffly.  Kevin  flipped  down  the  armrest  between 
them,  perhaps  as  a  barrier  against  insanity  should  it 
prove  contagious. 

The  rain  really  had  relented,  too;  but  clouds  still 
hung  heavy  in  a  sky  dark  as  unwashed  wool.  The 
usual  velvet  greens  of  the  landscape  were  reduced  to 
camouflage  and  khaki,  while  the  pavement  shone 
like  black  silk  shot  with  silver.  Kevin  tried  to  relax, 
to  settle  himself  into  the  rhythm  of  the  road;  hope- 

fully, the  storm  would  keep  traffic  light.  Another 
sigh,  a  shift  of  position,  and  he  glanced  into  the  rear- 
view  mirror — and  was  startled  to  see  a  low  black 
shape  glide  out  of  the  turnoff  just  west  of  Glononey 
and  ease  onto  the  tarmac.  Citroen,  he  identified  au- 

tomatically. Ten-year-old  ZZ.  They  had  always  re- 
minded him  of  basking  sharks. 

But  why  had  it  been  sitting  by  the  side  of  the  road 
like  that?  If  someone  had  had  car  trouble  that  close 

to  Clononey,  surely  they'd  have  applied  to  him  for 
help.  Or  .  .  . 

Last  night.  That  car  that  he'd  seen  pulling  away 
from  where  he'd  glimpsed  the  traveler  who  had 
surely  been  Fir;  that  could  very  well  have  been  a 
Citroen  just  like  this  one. 
Something  slick  and  black,  the  lad  had  said.  A 

man.  A  noise.  Pain — and  then  he  fell .  .  . 

A  chill  sped  up  Kevin's  spine,  and  he  spared  a 
glance  at  his  passenger.  Fir  was  looking  at  him,  too, 
but  his  earlier  spacey  stare  had  shifted  to  something 
far  more  serious.  There  was  something  strange  about 
the  way  he  was  sitting,  too.  And  then  Kevin  caught 
a  movement,  and  a  glint  of  metal  as  Fir  opened  his 
coat  just  enough  to  reveal  a  rusty,  but  still  very  com- 

petent-looking harpoon  gun,  with  the  sharp-arrowed 

tip  pointing  straight  at  Kevin's  side. 
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"Where'd  you  get  that?1'  Kevin  blurted. 
"I  left  it  near  the  machine  shelter  last  night,"  Fir 

replied.  "I  did  not  think  you  would  let  me  in  your 
house  if  you  saw  it." 

Kevin  could  only  gape. 

"You  can  conceal  a  lot  beneath  a  long  coat,"  Fir 
continued  gravely,  sounding  more  adult  and  confi- 

dent by  the  second,  as  though  the  previous  twelve 

hours  had  all  been  a  colossal  charade.  "But  one  thing 
you  cannot  conceal  is  deceit.  You  will  not  take  me 
to  the  place  of  healing,  for  I  am  not  ill,  nor  to  the 
place  where  criminals  are  kept,  for  I  have  committed 
no  crime.  But  you  will  drive,  very  fast,  to  where  I 

told  you." The  harpoon  tip  glittered  balefully. 
The  rain  returned,  harder. 
And  Kevin  could  only  frown,  drive,  and  nervously 

check  the  mirror.  And  each  time,  the  Citroen  had 
drawn  closer. 



Chapter  V: 
Walking  Wounded 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — dawn) 

"Wake  up,  kid,  we're  nearly  there." 
'Bird  jerked  reflexively  and  blinked  back  to  groggy 

awareness,  more  than  a  little  confused  about  where 
he  was,  what  sort  of  place  he  was  awakening  into, 
and  who  in  the  world  was  fool  enough  to  call  him 
kid,  when  he  was  twenty-seven. 

His  initial  impressions  were  of  glassy  smoothness 
and  eerie  silence,  superimposed  on  subtle  move- 

ment. And  of  the  light  of  a  rising  sun  filtering  through 
heavily  tinted  windows  to  stain  cream  leather  up- 

holstery and  carpet  the  color  of  blood. 
Bloodl 

He  had  seen  too  much  blood  lately,  far  too  much! 
That  brought  him  bolt  upright,  dark  eyes  wide  and 

staring.  He  was  in  a  car — a  limousine:  a  familiar  red 
one.  Up  ahead  a  glass  partition  closed  off  a  copper- 
skinned  chauffeur  sporting  an  eagle  feather  in  the  tra- 

ditional (save  that  it  was  red-dyed  buckskin)  cap.  The 
building  sweeping  by  on  the  the  right — a  block-long 
step  pyramid  in  which  courses  of  angled  silver  mir- 

rors alternated  with  vertical  cast  aluminum  friezes 

bearing  frosted-glass  Tlalocs  and  Quetzalcoatls — was 

50 
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familiar  too:  the  Museum  of  the  Americas. 

He  also  knew  the  tired-faced  man  lounging  in  the 
backseat  beside  him. 

It  was  the  Honorable  Chief  William  Red  Wounds, 

Kituwah  ambassador  to  Aztlan.  A  tall,  heavy-bodied 
man  in  his  early  fifties,  Red  Wounds  could  have  been 
a  laborer  or  a  lawyer  (and  had  been  both)  as  easily 

as  a  diplomat.  His  face  was  typical  hawk-nosed, 
wide-cheeked  Cherokee;  his  hair,  pulled  back  in  a 
tail  and  bound  with  gold,  could  have  belonged  to  any 
Native  American.  His  white  suit — expensively  cut 
Brazilian  silk — could  not. 

'Bird  found  himself  blushing.  It  was  definitely  not 
cool  to  doze  off  in  the  back  of  your  boss's  limo — 
especially  when  that  same  boss  had  de-sacked  him- 

self in  the  middle  of  the  night  and  spent  the  next  five 
hours  extricating  your  ass  from  authorities  who 
seemed  bent  on  proving  that  you,  Thunderbird  Dev- 

lin O'Connor,  were  in  fact  the  perpetrator  of  a  cer- 
tain grisly  murder  you  had  yourself  reported.  This 

in  spite  of  the  fact  that  there  was  a  trail  of  both 
footprints  and  blood  leading  from  the  beach  into  the 

bush;  that  'Bird  had  given  a  detailed  description  of 
the  assailant;  that  they  had  the  murder  weapon 

complete  with  prints;  and  that  the  slain  man's  skin 
was  yet  to  be  located,  while  there  was  no  blood  on 

'Bird's  body  at  all. 
'Bird  nearly  gagged  when  he  recalled  that  image, 

his  impromptu  nap  having  done  nothing  to  dispel 
the  horror.  Red  Wounds  saw  him  swallowing  and 

grinned  lopsidedly.  "Take  the  day  off,  kid,"  he  rum- 
bled. "I've  had  the  screws  put  to  me  a  time  or  two, 

and  it's  no  fun.  I'm  just  glad  I  was  here  to  run  inter- 
ference for  you.  Them  Mounties  are  good  men  and 

do  good  work,  but  they  can  be,  ah,  a  little  too  thor- 

ough sometimes." 
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"Like  I'd  be  fool  enough  to  skin  somebody,  then 
rat  on  myself,"  'Bird  snorted. 

Red  Wounds  punched  his  shoulder.  "I  got  you  off, 
didn't  I?" 

"After  they  took  blood,  skin,  urine,  and  semen 
samples — like  I'm  into  buggerin'  corpses.  Shoot,  I 
don't  even  do  guys  when  they're  breathin' — least  not 

very  often." 
"They  were  just  coverin'  their  asses,  kid." 
"Yeah,  I  know,"  Bird  yawned.  "I  'predate  you  bein' 

there  for  me." 
"No  problem,"  Red  Wounds  mumbled  through  a 

yawn  of  his  own,  "  'specially  when  you've  got  an ironclad  alibi  until  ten  minutes  before  that  man 

died.  I  reckon  even  the  Mounties  know  you  can't 
skin  somebody  as  carefully  as  that  guy  was  in  twenty 

minutes,  much  less  what  you  had." 
'Bird  scowled  thoughtfully.  "Yeah,  well,  I  got  the 

impression  that  they  really  didn't  think  I  did  it,  but 
were  being  unnecessarily  thorough  about  the  whole 

thing — like  somebody  was  makin'  'em  go  absolutely 
by  the  book.  And  they  were  really  picky  about  de- 

tails. They  asked  me  stuff  it  would  never  have  oc- 
curred to  me  to  ask." 

"Like  what?" 

"Like  had  I  had  any  odd  dreams  lately." 
"And?" 

"I  dreamed  I  saw  Cathy  Bigwitch  naked — not  a 

pretty  sight,  either." Red  Wounds  guffawed. 

"So  .  .  .  any  idea  what's  goin'  on?" 
Red  Wounds's  face  turned  grim.  "If  there  was,  I 

couldn't  talk  about  it." 
"And  if  there  wasn't?" 
"I  make  it  a  policy  never  to  lie  to  my  friends. — 

And,  conveniently  enough,  here's  your  place.  Don't 
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forget  to  take  the  day  off.  List  it  as  emergency  leave." 
"Thanks,"  'Bird  sighed,  as  the  limo  glided  into  an 

AFZoRTA  bus  stop  across  Mankiller  Boulevard  from 

the  slanted  head-high  wall  that  marked  the  southern 
boundary  of  the  Native  Southeastern  Confederacy 
Diplomatic  Compound,  of  which  the  Kituwah  Em- 

bassy was  part.  Meter-wide  bas-relief  world  circles  at 
four-meter  intervals  relieved  the  sandcrete  facade. 

The  good  stuff  was  inside  the  block-square  complex. 

"If  you  need  me,  call  me  at  home,"  Red  Wounds 
replied,  while  'Bird  found  the  door  button  and  trig- 

gered it.  Hydraulics  hissed  as  seals  parted.  A  wave 

of  hot  air  fanned  'Bird's  face  as  he  stepped  out  into 
the  rosy  light.  Then,  as  the  door  automatically 

closed,  "  'Bird— be  careful." 
With  that,  the  limo  eased  away,  leaving  'Bird  to 

blink  dazedly  on  an  atypically  empty  sidewalk,  dead 
on  his  feet  by  virtue  of  having  had  exactly  no  sleep 

save  the  aborted  catnap  during  the  last  twenty-four 
hours,  yet  dreading  to  sleep  lest  the  awful  image  re- 

turn. Even  in  the  heat  he  shuddered:  That  poor  man 
dying  in  a  pool  of  his  own  blood,  while  some  name- 

less .  .  .  loco  ran  off  with  his  skin.  Murder  was  bad 

enough — but  to  flay  someone?  To  condemn  him  to 
the  ultimate  nakedness?  To  deny  him  even  the 
honor  of  being  buried  with  his  own  face? 

It  was  all  tangled  up  with  other  images,  too:  with 

the  beat  of  the  new  song  down  at  the  'Wheel,  with 
ravens,  and  with  Xipetotec,  Lord  of  the  Flayed  Skins. 
And  that  last,  he  concluded,  as  he  waited  for  a 

convoy  of  construction  vehicles  to  rumble  past,  was 
the  worst.  For  he  had  heard  rumors  of  a  revival  of 

the  old  Aztec  religion,  though  mostly  tabloid  stuff. 

Trouble  was,  his  Canadian  captors  couldn't  tell  Mex- 
ican Indians  from  Cherokee,  and  were  just  edgy 

enough  about  the  confluence  of  either  with  an  ob- 
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sidian  knife  and  a  flayed  body  to  give  him  more  than 
typical  grief.  Luckily  Red  Wounds  had  been  in  town. 

Except  that  the  chief  knew  more  than  he  was 
saying. 

'Bird  had  taken  exactly  two  paces  into  the  street — 
which  put  him  in  the  middle  of  the  nearer  of  the 

nearside  lanes — when  he  heard  a  squeal  of  brakes, 

and,  close  upon  it,  a  female  voice  yelling,  "You  crazy 
asshole!  Damn!" 

'Bird  jumped  back  instinctively — just  as  a  flash  of 
electric  orange-red  resolved  into  a  car:  one  of  those 
tiny  Mazda  targa-topped  roadsters  with  the  super- 

charged H2-powered  rotary  engines  behind  the  seats. 
Best  power-to-weight  ratio  in  the  world,  his  tech- 

nophile  pal,  Stormy,  had  told  him — not  that  'Bird 
cared,  not  when  he  could  walk. 

On  the  other  hand,  he'd  just  glimpsed  the  driver, 
who  had  actually  climbed  out  of  her  seat  to  glare  at 
him  over  the  gold  glass  windshield.  She  looked  fu- 

rious— and  very,  very  harried,  though  how  he  knew 
the  latter,  he  had  no  idea.  Perhaps  it  was  the  un- 
kemptness  of  her  brownish  hair  that  hinted  at  its 

having  been  upset  by  more  than  top-off  driving. 
More  likely,  though,  it  was  the  wrinkles  in  her  dull 

black  tunic  and  jeans,  which  suggested  they'd  been 
first  to  hand  when  she  got  up — and  probably  the  last 

things  removed  the  night  before — if  she  hadn't  ac- 
tually slept  in  them. 

She  also  looked  about  'Bird's  age — and,  eschewing 
the  bland-toned  and  too-short  hair,  was  remarkably 
pretty  in  exactly  the  way  he  liked.  Or  would  have 

been  if  she  hadn't  been  glaring  at  him. 
"Advance  or  retreat,"  she  snapped,  and  'Bird 

caught  a  definite  foreign  accent,  one  he  could  have 
placed  had  he  been  hitting  on  all  cylinders. 

"I'll — advance,  I  reckon,"  he  managed,  attempting 
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a  grin,  but  not  quite  succeeding.  "I  kinda  didn't  get 
to  sleep  last  night,  and  I  guess  it  shows." 

"I  guess  it  does!" 
"Not  drunk!"  'Bird  protested,  wondering  even  as 

he  said  that  why  he  was  bothering  to  explain  himself 

to  this  obvious  bitch.  "Sorry.  Go  ahead." The  woman  slid  back  into  her  seat  but  did  not 

move  the  car.  "I'll  wait,"  she  growled.  "I  want  to  be 
sure  you're  nowhere  near  before  I  even  breathe" 

Too  tired  to  argue,  'Bird  muttered  a  muffled, 
"Thanks,"  checked  both  directions  carefully  (bless- 

edly, it  wasn't  rush  hour  yet),  then  trotted  across  the 
street,  wishing,  even  as  he  touched  down  on  the 

other  side,  that  he'd  thought  to  get  the  woman's 
name.  Oh  well,  he  had  friends  in  the  DMV,  maybe 

they  could  tell  him  who  drove  a  fire  orange  MX-Z.  It 
was  only  as  it  whisked  away  that  he  noted  the  white 

circle  of  foreign  registry  on  the  car's  stubby  deck  lid: 
UE.  In  an  uncial  type?  United  Eire?  Who  knew? 

All  he  knew,  as  he  made  his  way  up  the  short  ramp 
toward  the  Compound  gate,  was  that  he  wanted, 
very  badly,  to  forget  the  last  six  hours  and  sleep. 

Fortunately,  the  Kituwah  Embassy  flanked  the 
gate  on  the  left-hand  side.  And  even  more  fortu- 

nately, it  took  'Bird  but  two  tries  with  the  voice  box 
to  be  let  in.  Three  would  have  brought  human  guards 
(Chickasaw,  this  week,  Seminole/Creek  the  next, 
Choctaw  the  following,  then  Cherokee-ne-Kituwah) 
and  required  questions,  though  he  knew  every  single 
Compound  guard  by  name. 

Security  was  security,  after  all,  even  for  a  friendly 
nation  in  a  friendly  city  in  a  fairly  stable  part  of  the 
world. 

He  spared  but  the  briefest  of  glances  at  the  Com- 
pound itself — four  truncated  sandcrete  and  cast 

glass  pyramids  linked  by  limestone  palisades  around 
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a  central  ball  court — before  making  for  a  discreet 
staff  only  door  recessed  behind  a  hedge  of  Ilex 
vomitoria. 

Another  pause  for  a  code  call,  and  he  eased  inside. 
A  dash  down  a  carpeted  corridor  brought  him  to  an 

elevator,  which  he  summoned.  "Nukhi, "  he  yawned 
into  a  grille,  as  he  pressed  his  hand  onto  the  recog- 

nition plate  and  stumbled  in. 

"Four, "  an  electronic  voice  translated  sweetly,  in 
English — whereupon  the  elevator  rose. 

'Bird  had  already  peeled  his  skin-shirt  over  his 
head  when  he  stepped  out  into  the  fourth-floor  hall- 

way of  the  apartment  level  a  few  seconds  later. 

"  'Bird,"  he  mumbled  into  the  speaker  beside  his 
door,  and  squeezed  through  before  it  had  finished 
sliding  aside. 

He  entered  cool  darkness,  broken  only  by  the  low 

shapes  of  his  deliberately  sparse  collection  of  furni- 
ture. His  sneaks  followed  his  shirt  a  stride  inside, 

and  he  was  reaching  for  the  Velcro-edged  triangle 
that  served  as  both  belt  and  fly  when  a  voice 

sounded  from  the  low-slung  sofa  behind  him.  "  'Bout 
time  you  got  home,"  it  drawled,  the  accent  mixing 
north-and-southwestern  US  with  Pan-Indian  preci- 

sion. "Sleeping's  damned  tiring  when  you're 

waiting." Bird  froze  with  his  hand  on  the  bedroom  door,  his 

heart  abruptly  thumping  like  mad.  "Shitfire, 
Stormy!"  he  spat.  "What  the  fuck  are  you  doin' 

here?" The  only  reply  was  the  thump  of  bare  feet  across 

thick  carpet.  A  hand  touched  'Bird's  bare  shoulder. 
He  spun  around  instantly,  knocking  it  away  as  he 

did.  "Jesus  Christ!"  he  yipped.  "What're  you  tryin' 

to  do?" 
"Check  your  wiredness  coefficient." 
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"And?" 

"Fifty  percent  over  safe  max." 
The  lights  promptly  brightened  to  campfire  red. 

'Bird  collapsed  against  the  wall,  to  see  propped 
against  the  hall  door  the  lanky  black-ponytailed  fig- 

ure of  his  best  friend,  Stormcloud  Nez.  He  caught 
the  familiar  odors — leather,  smoke,  machine  oil — 
that  always  accompanied  Stormy  regardless  of  what 

he  wore.  Stormy 's  quirkily  handsome  face  (his  nose 
was  too  short  and  perky  for  any  proper  Indian) 
showed  a  mix  of  weariness,  bemusement,  and 

concern,  while  his  sole  garment — a  paisley  silk 
breechclout — betrayed  both  a  total  lack  of  self- 
consciousness  and  a  high  degree  of  foolhardiness — 

or  trust,  since  it  looked  uncannily  like  one  'Bird  had last  seen  in  his  closet. 

"Been  raidin'  my  wardrobe  again,  huh?" 
A  flick  of  head  indicated  a  pile  of  beige,  tan,  and 

royal  blue  clothing  that  might  have  been  a  uniform. 

"I  came  straight  from  work — and  since  I'm  not  on 
official  business  ..." 

"Then  what  kind  of  business  are  you  on?  Besides, 
mindin'  mine?" 

Silence.  Then:  "Coffee  oughta  be  ready.  You  need 
some."  There  was  no  room  in  Stormy 's  tone  for  re- fusal. 

'Bird  didn't  move  from  his  place  by  the  door.  "Cof- 
fee's the  last  thing  I  need!  'Specially  that  sicky-sweet 

motor  oil  you  make." 
Stormy  merely  lifted  an  eyebrow  and  stood 

straighter — incidentally  flexing  his  biceps  as  he  did, 

as  though  to  remind  'Bird  that  he  was,  after  all,  As- 
sistant Deputy  Chief  of  Security  at  the  Dineh  Em- 

bassy three  blocks  west — which  basically  meant  he 
commanded  the  night  shift.  'Bird  wondered  where 
his  gun  was.  Legal  or  not,  he  always  had  one  about. 
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"One,"  'Bird  conceded  finally.  "Exactly  one,  and 
only  if  you  answer  my  question." 

"Which  one?"  Stormy  called,  as  he  sauntered  to- 
ward a  bank  of  appliances  in  the  right  rear  corner. 

"I  don't  need  this,  man,"  'Bird  growled,  sinking 
down  in  a  sprawling  chair  loosely  upholstered  in  soft 
tan  leather.  His  eyes  felt  like  lead  panels  lubed  with 
sand.  He  let  them  slide  closed.  His  breathing  was 

already  slowing.  If  Stormy'd  just  give  him  a  min- ute .  .  . 

"Here,  you  go,  kid:  Dr.  Nez's  finest!" 
'Bird  started,  having  nodded  off  just  in  that  short 

time.  Something  wonderful-smelling  was  poking 
around  in  his  sinuses;  something  hot  was  pressed 

against  his  elbow.  "Thanks,"  he  grunted,  and  took 
the  coffee.  He  sipped  it  tentatively,  not  having  to  be 
told  how  hot  it  was.  It  was,  as  expected,  sweet  as 

syrup — the  way  Dineh  liked  it. 

"Let  me  guess,"  'Bird  said  wearily.  "Being  unable 
to  choose  to  which  tribe  you  would  belong  today, 
you  chose  the  worst  of  both:  Dineh  coffee,  Makah 

taste  in  clothes." 
Stormy  bared  his  teeth  and  sat  down  on  the  floor, 

resting  his  own  steaming  mug  on  a  low  cedar  slab 

table.  "I'd  be  naked  if  I  followed  Makah  tradition," — 
he  chuckled — "if  I  was  on  a  seal  hunt,  anyway.  For- 

tunately, Mom's  folks  haven't  done  those  in  a  couple 
hundred  years." 

'Bird  eyed  him  warily  through  the  steam.  "Which 
has  nothing  to  do  with  why  you're  here — or  with 

how  you  got  in." 
"Red  Wounds  had  your  security  look  up  your 

code,  then  I  used  my  code  and  patched  in  an  over- 

ride." "That's  only  half  an  answer." 
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"He  thought  you  might  need  somebody  after  .  .  . 
whatever  it  was." 

'Bird  looked  up,  startled.  "He  didn't  elaborate?" 
Stormy  shook  his  head.  "He  just  said  you'd  had  a 

traumatic  experience  and  had  caught  a  lot  of  mis- 
directed flak  for  it,  but  would  probably  appreciate 

having  somebody  around  to  help  you  decompress." 
"Mighty  white  of  him." 
"I  can  leave,  if  you  don't  want  me,  man." 
'Bird  started  to  say  yeah,  that  might  be  a  good 

idea,  but  something  stopped  him.  Though  of  a  totally 
different  tribe  and  tradition,  Stormy  was  his  best 

friend.  They'd  arrived  in  Aztlan  on  the  same  day, 
had  shared  a  cab  from  the  airport,  and  had  been 
inseparable  ever  since.  They  partied  together, 
played  toll  and  anetsa  together,  talked  music  and 

archaeology  and  sex  together.  Covering  each  other's 
backs  had  become  natural  for  them.  Stormy  de- 

served better  than  he  was  getting  now. 

"Sorry,"  'Bird  sighed  eventually.  "I  appreciate 
your  concern;  it's  just  that  what  I  really  wanta  do  is 
sleep  for  about  a  week." 

"Fine,"  Stormy  replied  sweetly.  "I'll  still  be  here 
when  you  wake  up — with  more  and  stronger  coffee." 

"Don't  you  gotta  work?" 
"Your  chief  called  my  chief  and  got  me  off.  Seems 

like  he  thinks  this  is  a  really  big  deal." 
'Bird  rolled  his  eyes.  "You  sure  you  wanta  hear  all 

this?" 
Stormy  nodded.  "I  really  do." 
'Bird  told  him.  And  though  he'd  intended  to  give 

the  sketchiest  report  possible  (he  wasn't  one  of 
those  people  who  reveled  in  recalling  bad  experi- 

ences), he  found  himself  pouring  out  everything — 
far  more  than  he'd  told  the  Mounties — so  that 

while  he'd  given  them  facts,  he  also  told  Stormy 
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feelings,  hunches — the  whole  nine  yards,  including 
his  indignation  at  being  suspected  because  he  was 
an  Indian,  and  the  odd  coincidence  of  the  song  that, 
on  a  raven  night,  reminded  him  both  of  the  Celtic 

eater  of  the  slain,  his  own  tribe's  Raven  Mockers,  and 
the  Aztec  Xipetotec. 

Stormy  held  his  peace.  Mostly  he  simply  sprawled 
on  the  floor,  with  his  head  propped  against  the  sofa, 

sipping  coffee.  Occasionally  he'd  ask  a  question 
when  'Bird's  stream  of  consciousness  threatened  to 
meander,  or  put  him  back  on  track  when  fatigue 
made  him  forget  what  he  was  relating. 

"And  that's  it?"  Stormy  asked,  when  'Bird  signaled 
the  end  of  his  tale  by  draining  his  cup. 

"Basically,"  'Bird  yawned.  "Red  Wounds  gave  me 
a  lift,  I  came  home,  I  met  you.  I  did  not  get  to  sleep," 
he  added  pointedly,  as  he  rose.  "So  if  you  don't 

mind—" "I  do  mind." 
Bird  slowly  turned  to  face  his  friend,  who,  though 

still  lying  on  the  floor,  looked  as  serious  as  anyone 

could.  "Excuse  me?" 
"I  said  I  do  mind." 
It  was  all  'Bird  could  do  to  keep  from  punching 

Stormy  out  then  and  there.  "What  the  hell  do  you 
mean  by  that?"  he  gritted. 

Stormy's  face  was  set.  "First  of  all,  'Bird,  remem- 
ber that  you're  my  best  friend,  and  I  absolutely  do 

not  want  anything  bad  to  happen  to  you.  But  as  such, 
I  have  a  responsibility  to  look  out  for  you  even  when 

you  won't  look  out  for  yourself." 
"And  not  lettin'  me  sleep  when  I'm  dead  on  my 

feet's  lookin'  out  for  me?  Sure!" 

"No,  listen,  man!  I  know  you're  not  religious — not 
conventionally.  But  I  also  know  you've  seen  some 
things  in  your  life  that  have  made  you  .  .  .  let's  say, 
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open  to  nonstandard  experiences.  Now,  I  don't  think 
what  you  just  went  through  tonight's  got  anything  to 
do  with  the  supernatural,  but  my  folks — my  dad's 
folks,  the  Dineh — believe  that  a  man  who's  around 
a  dead  body  can  be  polluted  by  the  mere  presence 

of  the  dead  person's  spirit  unless  he  cleanses  him- 
self. And — uh,  call  it  a  hunch — but  my  sense  is  that 

any  death  as  awful  as  that  you  came  across  is  bound 
to  leave  bad  .  .  .  karma,  if  nothing  else,  around.  I  re- 

ally think  you  need  to  be  purified." 
"Can  I  sleep  first?" 
"Ideally  you'd  need  to  stay  up  to  alter  your  con- 

sciousness suitably.  So  .  .  .  I'd  say  no." 
"You  talkin'  a  sweat,  or  something?  If  I  sit  in  an 

asi  with  you,  will  you  let  me  sleep?" 
Stormy  shook  his  head.  "A  simple  sweat  won't  do. 

You  need — Well,  we'll  see  ..." 
"But—" 

Stormy  rose  decisively.  "No  buts,  man.  I'll  give  you 
ten  minutes  to  shower  and  make  yourself  lovely, 
then  we  hit  the  trail.  If  I  have  to  drag  you  out  of  here 

in  your  drawers,  I  will." 
'Bird  stared  vacantly,  too  tired  to  protest. 

"Where?" 

"Somewhere  you've  never  been  nor  heard  of.  But 
there's  someone  there  you  need  to  know." 



Interlude: 

"Tag!  You're  .  .  .  Out?" 
(East  ofBallinasloe,  County  Off aly— United  Eire) 

(Thursday,  September  1 — midmorning) 

"Okay  .  .  .  Fir"  Kevin  sighed  through  well-gnawed 
lips,  "I  really  do  think  it's  time  you  leveled  with  me." 

He  spared  the  merest  glimpse  away  from  the 
sheets  of  rain  that  were  overstressing  his  nerves  and 
windshield  wipers  at  well-nigh  identical  rates,  to  the 
rearview  mirror,  where  a  certain  black  Citroen  filled 
most  of  what  view  the  deluge  allowed.  Its  narrow 

headlights  gave  it  a  menacing  look — as  if  its  actions 

weren't  enough.  Kevin  wished  he  could  see  the 
driver,  but  all  he  could  discern  through  the  torrents 

of  water  was  a  grey-gold  blur  of  privacy  glass.  As  he 
flicked  his  gaze  back  to  the  highway — a  strip  of  pal- 

est silver  winding  among  hedgerows  like  an  unre- 
pentant serpent  Saint  Paddy  had  overlooked — he 

caught  a  flash  of  his  own  face:  narrow,  nervous,  and 
wild-eyed  beneath  a  shock  of  spiky  orange  hair 
blazed  with  sapphire  blue. 

"Please?"  he  continued.  "I  mean,  it's  one  thing  to 
head  out  in  the  middle  of  a  hurricane  to  humor 

somebody.  It's  something  else  when  some  loony's 
breathin'  up  your  ass. " 

Fir  shifted  edgily,  but  never  let  his  fingers  move 

62 
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from  the  trigger  of  the  harpoon  gun.  He  looked  both 
more  and  less  anxious  than  he  had  when  this  bizarre 

odyssey  had  begun  fifteen  minutes  earlier.  But  he 
did  not  reply. 

Kevin  signed  again.  A  sudden  shift  from  downpour 
to  drizzle  let  him  speed  up  a  tad.  The  Citroen  did 

not — likely  from  increased  spray  in  its  windscreen. 
On  a  straight  road,  in  dry  weather,  Kevin  could  out- 

run that  particular  car — but  this  wasn't  a  straight 
road,  no  need  even  to  consider  the  weather.  Besides, 

the  Beast's  wheel  was  on  the  left,  which  was  a  bitch at  the  best  of  times. 

"I  mean  correct  me  if  I'm  wrong,"  Kevin  went  on 
desperately,  abut  that  is  the  car  that  pulled  up  beside 
you  last  night,  isn't  it?" 

"I  do  not  know,"  Fir  replied  unhappily.  "They  all 
look  the  same  to  me." 

Kevin  rolled  his  eyes,  then  squinted  them  to  slits, 
straining  to  see  ahead,  where  a  dark  shape  was 
barely  visible  at  the  opposite  end  of  the  straightaway 
they  had  just  happened  on.  He  drove  faster  yet.  The 
wipers  labored. 

"Okay,  Fir,  I— Goddamn!" 
For  the  Mercury  had  suddenly  jolted  forward.  He 

felt  the  rear  end  twitch  and  had  to  fight  the  wheel  to 
retain  control.  His  speed  dropped  ten  miles  an  hour. 

A  glance  in  the  mirror  showed  it  full  of  Citroen.  "Je- 
sus Christ,  man!  What're  they  tryin'  to  do?  Run  us 

off  the  friggin'  road?" 
"Most  likely." 
"But  why?" 
"To  kill  us,"  Fir  whispered. 
Kevin  felt  hands  of  ice  clamp  around  his  heart.  He 

swallowed  weakly.  Reflex  made  him  mash  the  gas 
hard  enough  to  draw  away  again. 

"But  what've  I  ever  done — Hey,  wait  a  minute! 
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That  is  the  car  that  came  up  beside  you  last  night, 

isn't  it?  And  they're — Jesus  shit!  They  really  are  the 
ones  who  shot  you!" 

Silence,  but  Fir  looked  wildly  distressed. 

"But  why?" 
Fir  fidgeted.  "They  ...  do  not  want  me  to  deliver 

my  message." 
Kevin  pounded  the  armrest  between  them.  "Well 

hell,  Fir,  why  don't  you  just  tell  me  what  it  is,  then?" 
"Because  you  would  not  believe  me." 
"Believe,  hell!  I  fuckin'  well  don't  believe  thisl 

It's — Oh  shit.  Brace  your — " 
This  impact  was  harder,  and  Kevin  heard  metal 

crumple  and  glass — or  plastic — shatter.  The  Citroen 
seemed  to  be  down  a  highbeam,  which  was  a  bless- 

ing. Certainly  it  had  fallen  back.  Kevin  thought  he 
could  see  it  fishtailing,  but  had  his  hands  too  full 
maintaining  control  himself  to  make  certain.  He  had 
to  slow  anyway,  was  closing  rapidly  on  the  shape 
ahead,  which  proved  to  be  a  lumbering  lorry,  its  rear 
tires  spitting  out  roof-high  arcs  of  spray. 

Which  gave  him  an  idea.  It  was  stupid,  maybe,  but 
so  was  letting  himself  be  bashed  in  the  butt  until  he 
crashed.  Oh,  the  Beast  was  faster  than  the  Cit, 

granted,  but  didn't  handle  near  as  well — or  stop  as 
efficiently.  On  the  other  hand,  he  had  over  a  meter 
of  dead  space  behind  his  rear  wheels,  the  Cit  had 
lots  of  complex  drive  components  up  front .  .  . 

"Hang  on!"  he  yelled.  And  stomped  the  brake.  The 
Mercury  nose-dived,  and  Kevin  felt  all  four  tires 
twitch  as  they  flirted  with  several  kinds  of  skids. 

"Shit!"  Fir  yipped — which  would  have  surprised 
Kevin,  had  he  time  for  such  things  just  then.  "Hang 
on,"  Kevin  called  again.  He  did  not  need  to  check 
the  mirror  to  know  it  was  very  full  indeed.  His 
knuckles  turned  white  but  he  held  the  wheel  firm, 
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as  a  solid  impact  flung  the  Beast  forward  once  more. 
But  he  was  off  the  brake  now,  and  accelerating.  A 

backward  glance  showed  a  buckled  boot  lid — and 
the  Citroen  now  doubly  blind,  with  a  crumpled  bon- 

net and  dragging  air  dam. 
But  it  was  still  coming  on.  There  was,  however, 

one  ace  in  the  hole. 

Setting  his  jaw,  Kevin  floored  the  accelerator.  The 
Mercury  kicked  down  a  gear  and  surged  forward. 
Kevin  had  no  idea  what  had  convinced  him  to  try 

cinema-style  derring-do  on  the  back  roads  of  the  real 
world,  but  there  was  something  about  Fir  that  told 

him  this  wasn't  a  game,  that  some  sort  of  weird,  very 
high-stakes  conspiracy  was  unreeling. 

Fortunately,  the  rain  remained  light  and  the  high- 
way straight,  and  in  a  few  seconds  he  had  caught  up 

with  the  lorry.  Now  if  only  .  .  . 

The  heavy  vehicle's  right  turn-signal  flashed,  as 
Kevin  eased  into  its  contrail  of  spray  and  matched 

its  nerve-racking  crawl.  "Please  God  don't  be  a 
joker,"  he  prayed,  then  jerked  the  wheel  right — and 
stood  on  the  gas  again.  "Shit,"  Fir  repeated  quietly. 

"I  agree,"  Kevin  muttered.  But  by  then  they  were 
across  the  road.  Bushes  lashed  the  passenger  side  as 
the  absence  of  shoulder  forced  the  Merc  against  a 
hedgerow,  but  the  way  ahead  was  clear.  A  quarter 
klik  farther  on  the  pavement  ducked  under  an  arch 
of  trees,  masking  a  series  of  tight  curves  that  ren- 

dered passing  impossible  to  the  nonsuicidal.  He 
gasped  in  relief  as  he  lurched  back  into  the  left-hand 

lane.  One  thing  he'd  never  got  used  to  was  the  way 
Eirish  lorry  drivers  signaled  safe  overtaking  on  blind 

bits  of  road.  The  first  time  he'd  had  to  pull  out  on 
faith  he'd  nearly  had  heart  failure,  especially  since 
the  wheel  was  on  the  off  side.  He'd  been  doubly 
lucky  this  time;  first  because  he'd  actually  made  it, 
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secondly  because  he'd  evidently  timed  it  exactly 
right.  He  had  a  clear  run  into  Ballinasloe,  now;  the 
Citroen — should  it  still  be  functional — was  stuck  be- 

hind the  lorry.  If  he  was  triple  lucky,  he'd  lost  it. 
And  gained  a  fortune  in  bodywork. 

"Well,  Fir,"  he  sighed,  as  he  slowed  for  the  first 
curve,  grateful  that  the  foliage  above  cut  yet  more 

edge  from  the  storm,  "I've  fucked  up  my  car  for  you. 
I  hope  you're  happy." 

"I  am  not,"  Fir  countered  solemnly.  "But  now  you 
know  that  it  truly  is  important  that  we  get  to  Leen- 

ane." Kevin  could  think  of  no  useful  reply. 

"I  still  have  the  harpoon,"  Fir  reminded  him.  "Do 
not  even  consider  taking  me  anywhere  else." 

Kevin  glared  at  him.  "I  wouldn't  think  of  it!" 
"You  already  have,"  Fir  replied  evenly.  "Several 

times  in  the  last  two  minutes.  I  will  not  kill  you  be- 
cause I  need  your  help — your  help,  Kevin  Mauney. 

But  I  could  hurt  you  very  badly.  And  I  think  I  could 

probably  drive  this  .  .  .  car." 
Kevin's  response  was  to  turn  on  the  radio. 
Hurricane  Buckley  was  ashore  in  Cornwall. 
Kevin  would  as  soon  have  been  there  as  where  he 

was. 



Chapter  VI: 
On  the  Beach 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — shortly  after  dawn) 

Carolyn  was  still  fuming  about  the  numb-brained 
carelessness  of  a  nameless  young  Native  American 

as  she  zipped  along  the  northeast  arc  of  Aztlan's  belt- 
way  at  twice  the  legal  limit,  turbocharger  screaming 
like  her  ancestral  banshee,  and  still  with  four  kliks 
to  go  before  her  exit.  Not  that  the  delay  was  her  fault, 
she  hastened  to  add.  Not  hardly! 

What  the  hell  had  that  lad  been  on,  anyway?  To 
come  prancing  into  the  street  like  that?  Good  thing 

the  MX-Z  had  racer-class  brakes,  or  they'd  still  be 
scraping  his  shiny  black  scalp  off  the  tarmac  and 

she'd  be  wasting  precious  time  explaining  that  even 
the  best  brakes  and  reflexes  and  radar  couldn't  save 
someone  really  stupid. 

Not  that  the  lad  had  actually  been  rude,  or  any- 
thing, just  sort  of .  .  .  disconnected.  Not  enough 

sleep,  he'd  allowed.  Yeah,  sure!  She'd  seen  the  blood 
red  limo  that  had  dropped  him  off — and  she  knew 
what  sort  of  folks  rode  around  in  blood  red  limos. 

Still,  he  had  been  quite  nice  to  look  at,  though 
mostly  she  recalled  a  foolish  grin,  an  impressive 
mane,  and  a  slim,  muscular  bod  well  displayed  by 
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a  metallic  skin-shirt.  But  if  she'd  noticed  him,  dis- 
tracted as  she  was,  no  way  some  rich  local  sugar 

mama — or  daddy — wouldn't  have  eyed  him  too. 
Except  that  she  didn't  quite  think  so.  True,  he'd 

looked  a  tad  rough  around  the  edges,  but  his  apolo- 

gies had  seemed  sincere.  And  he'd  been  far  more 
polite  than  the  rank  and  file  in,  say,  New  York — or 
Dublin — would  have  been  under  equivalent  circum- 
stances. 

But  he'd  have  had  to  be  blind  not  to  see  that  she 
was  in  a  hurry!  And  why  did  he  have  to  be  haunting 

her  now?  Granted,  she  hadn't  had  a  date  in  a  month 
(hanging  out  with  Rudy  didn't  count).  On  the  other 
hand,  it  wasn't  as  though  she'd  done  commercials  to 
announce  her  availability. 
And  lately  .  .  .  Between  fretting  over  Kev  (she 

should  probably  call  up  some  weather),  and  worry- 

ing about  the  deaths  .  .  .  well,  she'd  been  preoccu- 
pied too. 

And  here,  at  last,  was  her  exit!  She  braked  for  the 
curve,  prompting  the  breezes  playing  hurley  in  her 
hair  to  take  a  time-out.  The  turbo  shifted  from  ban- 

shee to  Brunhild.  To  the  right,  the  bay  was  a  slab  of 
blue  glass  caulked  with  white  sand,  beyond  which 
sprawled  the  low  glass  pyramids,  colonnades,  and 
plazas  of  downtown  Aztlan. 

A  glance  in  the  mirror,  and  she  stomped  the  gas 
again,  along  a  shimmer  of  two-lane  straightaway. 
Wisps  of  sand  wafted  across  the  pavement  in  her 

wake.  Up  ahead,  less  than  a  klik,  was  her  destina- 
tion. Far  less  than  a  minute  later,  she  was  slowing 

for  the  gate.  Beyond  it,  splattered  across  the  rocky 
spit  at  the  northern  tip  of  Aztlan  Bay  like  storm- 
wrack,  lay  the  glass  and  sandcrete  shelves  of  her  em- 

ployer: The  Pan-European  Oceanic  Research 
Center,  Inc.— PEORGI  for  short.  Except  that  had 
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been  Latino-ized  to  Por  que?,  then  bastardized  to 
Why? — which  was  doubly  appropriate — since  it  also 

sounded  like  the  Mayan  word  for  nahuai.  "spirit 
companion"  or  "animal  twin." 

"Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,"  she  told  the  box  be- 
side the  gate.  She  spoke  slowly  because  the  damned 

thing  had  trouble  deciphering  the  light  Irish  brogue 
she  had  never  been  able — nor  desired,  after  the 
Schism — to  shake. 

This  time,  however,  the  gate  swung  wide  first  try. 
Young  Rudy  Ramirez  was  loading  a  white  Ford  van 

when  she  whipped  into  the  nearly  deserted  parking 
lot  and  cut  the  ignition.  A  glance  at  the  cloudless  sky 
told  her  rain  was  unlikely,  so  she  chose  to  forego 

affixing  the  Mazda's  roof  panel.  God  knew  Hasegawa 
thought  the  car  itself  was  frivolous  enough  when 
there  was  good  public  transport  to  be  had,  courtesy 
of  AFZoRTA.  And  bikes. 

On  the  other  hand,  Hassie  didn't  mind  tech  when 
it  suited  her.  Like  now,  when  she  was  surely  holed 
up  in  the  idling  van  with  the  AC  on  high,  while  poor 
Rudy  shifted  piles  of  equipment  from  an  electric 

runabout  to  the  Ford's  cargo  bay.  The  morning  light 
flashed  off  his  copper  mirrorshades  as  he  slung  one 
last  bag  aboard  and  slammed  the  tailgate.  He  grinned 
at  her,  looking  nearly  as  good  as  that  Indian  had,  if 
more  innocent — which  he  was  not. 

No,  damn  it,  she  would  not  think  about  that  lad! 

Not  when  she  had  corpses  to  investigate!  "N.Q.  in- 
side?" she  asked  warily,  when  she  reached  confiding 

range. 

"Si!  Indeed  she  be!" 
"Mood  assessment?" 

"Foul,  but  trying  not  to  show  it.  Typical  inscru- 
table oriental  BS." 

"She  was  raised  in  Cadiz." 
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"Blood  will  talk  .  .  .  senora"  Rudy  teased. 
"Too  much  blood,  today,"  Carolyn  countered 

grimly,  then  eased  around  to  the  right  rear  door, 
flipped  the  handle,  and  climbed  in.  Rudy  always 
drove,  so  Hasegawa  was  crouched  in  the  other  cap- 

tain's chair  with  all  the  AC  registers  aimed  at  her. 
"Sorry  I  took  so  long,"  Carolyn  yawned,  as  she 

buckled  her  belt  and  leaned  back  against  the  tan  ve- 

lour  upholstery.  "I  was  delayed  by  a  .  .  .  crazy  man." 
Hasegawa's  reply  was  to  pass  Carolyn  a  red  plastic 

folder.  "This  will  give  you  the  scoop  better  than  I 
can.  Fisherman  found  them  on  his  way  back  in  last 

night.  His  wife  convinced  him  to  notify  us — around 
midnight.  Ortiz  checked  them  out  as  soon  as  we  got 

word." Carolyn  flipped  open  the  folder  but  did  not  look 
at  the  neatly  printed  pages  or  the  fuzzy  black-and- 
white  photos.  There  was  neither  disc  nor  videotape. 

"How  many?" 
"As  of  two  hours  ago,  when  those  were  taken,  four- 

teen. Could  be  more  by  now." 
Rudy's  face  was  grim  as  he  put  the  van  in  gear,  his 

initial  frivolity  having  ceased  when  he  opened  the 
door.  He  turned  the  radio  on.  Carolyn  recognized 
the  high,  quivery  voice  of  Jenny  Bender,  former  lead 
singer  of  Placenta  Pie.  The  song  was  a  last-century 

Judy  Collins  tune  called  "Farewell  to  Tarwathie," 
about  humpback  whales.  She  cocked  her  head,  lis- 

tening. Rudy  caught  her  movement  and  made  to 
crank  up  the  volume.  The  Ninja  Queen  slapped  his 
hand,  and  turned  Jenny  off  instead. 

An  indifferently  paved  and  still-unnumbered  new 
highway  followed  the  curve  of  PEORCI  Point  north- 

west along  a  rampart  of  low  cliffs  that  rose  higher  as 
the  peninsula  merged  with  the  mainland,  and  stayed 
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that  way  for  several  kliks.  The  terrain  to  the  left  and 
ahead  was  sporadically  forested,  with  a  smudge  of 
mountains  beyond.  To  the  right  lay  the  glitter  of  the 
Gulf.  Gulls  wheeled  in  the  air  there:  high  above  the 
waves  but  level  with  the  van.  Carolyn  scanned  the 
folder  and  tried  to  ignore  incipient  motion  sickness. 
She  asked  as  few  questions  as  she  could,  which  Has- 
egawa  answered  in  as  few  words  as  possible,  so  as 
not  to  preprejudice  her  about  what  they  were  about 
to  encounter.  Rudy  frowned,  drove,  and  peered  now 
and  then  at  a  set  of  scrawled  directions. 

Fifteen  kliks  later,  he  brought  the  van  to  a  halt 

beside  the  road,  thirty  meters  from  the  cliffs.  Caro- 
lyn recognized  the  yellow  Ford  Zig  up  ahead  as  Jose 

Ortiz's. 
Ortiz  climbed  out  as  soon  as  the  first  door  opened. 

He  was  a  tall,  lean  Venezuelan  close  to  Carolyn's  age, 
dark-skinned,  and  mustached,  with  a  stubby  pony- 
tail;  dressed  in  a  loose  white  tunic  above  baggy  beige 
jeans.  He  met  them  halfway  to  his  car.  His  face  was 
grim.  A  pair  of  expensive  Zeiss  binoculars  weighted 
a  strap  around  his  neck. 

"Anything  new?"  Hasegawa  asked  promptly. 
"As  of  five  minutes  ago,  two  more  have  washed  up. 

I've  also  spotted  a  couple  of  floaters."  His  US-style 
English  was  textbook  perfect,  down  to  the  slang  and 
contractions. 

Hasegawa  frowned.  "And  it's  just  past  high  tide! 
So  who  knows  how  many  we'll  get  before  it's  over?" 

"If  it's  ever  over,"  Ortiz  countered.  "We  thought  it 
was  over  last  time." 

"And  now  it's  started  again — much  closer  to  Az- 
tlan." 
Ortiz  nodded  solemnly.  "Well,"  he  sighed,  "it's  not 

gonna  get  any  prettier  if  we  stand  up  here  talking. 
Or  smell  better." 
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Hasegawa  nodded  in  turn.  She  was  already  sweat- 
ing. 

"Way  down?"  Carolyn  wondered. 
Ortiz  pointed  past  the  front  of  his  car.  "Trail  in the  cliffs  the  locals  use.  It  leads  around  that  northern 

point  to  the  actual  site,  'bout  half  a  klik  farther  on. 
You  can't  get  there  from  land  otherwise,  unless  you 
follow  the  beach  practically  from  'Why?' — or  jump." 

Hasegawa  groaned. 
Rudy  jogged  up  to  join  them,  his  corporate  tunic 

already  stained  with  sweat.  The  straps  of  two  heavy 
black  bags  made  ridges  on  his  well-tanned  neck.  An- 

other was  clipped  to  his  belt. 

"Won't  get  any  cooler,"  Hasegawa  informed  them. 

Ten  minutes  later,  they  had  navigated  what 
proved  to  be  a  very  narrow  and  precipitous  trail 

worn  into  the  side  of  the  cliff.  ("Should've  used  the 
launch,"  Hasegawa  grumbled.  "Faster  and  less  dan- 

gerous.") Carolyn  breathed  a  sigh  of  relief  as  she 
hopped  down  onto  the  beach  proper.  The  high-tide 
mark  showed  a  meter  to  their  right,  with  beyond  it 
forty-odd  meters  of  still-damp  sand.  Cliffs  curving 
eastward  to  north  and  south  defined  the  limits  of  a 

crescent-shaped  cove. 

"Next  one's  just  like  this,"  Ortiz  offered,  as  he  led 
them  north.  They  walked  just  above  the  tide  line, 
where  the  sand  was  squishy-hard,  but  not  powdery 
enough  to  invade  their  shoes.  Carolyn  was  tempted 
to  shed  hers,  but  Hasegawa  would  have  called  that 
unprofessional.  Never  mind  that  she  could  have 
done  her  job  just  as  well  that  way. 

A  short  while  later,  they  had  reached  the  point 
where  the  cliffs  edged  closest  to  the  sea.  The  beach 
narrowed  there  to  a  thread  maybe  four  meters  wide, 
which  looked  as  though  it  vanished  utterly  at  high 
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tide — which  was  worth  riling  away  for  later.  Ortiz 
was  in  the  lead  as  they  rounded  the  promontory, 
with  Carolyn  next  and  Rudy  bringing  up  the  rear. 
Carolyn  had  to  snake  her  head  around  the  tall  man 
to  see. 

Even  then,  all  she  glimpsed  at  first  was  another 

crescent  cove,  near  twin  to  the  one  they'd  just  tra- 
versed: blue  water  to  the  right;  waves  white  as  lace; 

sky  blue  as  cathedral  glass.  A  few  gulls.  Dark  cliffs  to 
the  left,  fifteen  or  twenty  meters  high. 

But  then  Ortiz  sidestepped  along  the  base  of  the 

escarpment — and  Carolyn  got  the  full  impact. 

"No!"  she  cried  automatically,  though  she'd  been 
prepared  both  by  report  and  experience  for  what  she 

saw.  "This  is  .  .  .  much  worse  than  I  expected!  I — " 
She  broke  off  as  tears  ambushed  her  eyes.  She 
brushed  them  aside  with  the  back  of  her  hand,  even 

as  she  heard  Hasegawa  gasp  and  Rudy  utter  a  stran- 

gled "Shit!" 
And  then  she  was  running,  dashing  across  sand 

that  shifted  from  dry  to  wet  as  she  approached. 
Running  toward  the  dead. 
Toward  where,  flung  like  a  necklace  of  cordwood 

across  the  breast  of  this  beautiful  bay,  lay  the 
corpses  of  nigh  on  a  score  of  Tur stops  truncatus: 
bottle-nosed  dolphins. 

"No, "  she  groaned  again,  as  she  halted  by  the  first: 
a  well-grown  female  maybe  three  meters  long.  It  lay 
on  the  sand  at  her  feet,  slate  gray  and  white,  and 
sleekly  gleaming — though  dry  sand  crusted  its  eyes, 
mouth,  and  blowhole,  where  it  faced  upslope.  Others 
lay  beyond,  some  jumbled  atop  each  other — four- 

teen, the  report  had  said — but  she  could  see  more 
half-immersed  in  the  waves  that  jostled  them 
irreverently,  sometimes  lifting  them  partway  off  the 
sand  before  dropping  them  again  with  a  heartless 
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thump,  which  disturbed  whole  nations  of  flies.  Car- 
olyn did  cry  then,  unashamed  and  unheeded,  as  her 

coworkers  clumped  around  the  closest  corpse.  Has- 
egawa  had  gone  pale  beneath  her  sweat.  Ortiz  was 
trying  to  remain  stoic.  Rudy  looked  like  he  wanted 

to  toss  his  tacos.  Indeed,  he  turned  away  for  a  mo- 
ment, hand  to  mouth.  She  heard  him  swallowing. 

The  wind  shifted  then,  from  south  to  north,  and 

with  it  came  the  stench — not  as  strong  as  it  might 
have  been  had  the  bodies  lain  there  longer,  but 
death  in  the  tropical  sun  was  still  death  in  the  trop- 

ical sun.  Carolyn  gagged  but  fought  it  down. 
Steeling  herself,  she  eased  around  to  the  top  of  the 

nearest  one's  head,  seeking  to  confirm  what  was  al- 
ready rendered  obvious  by  bloody  wounds  and  flop- 

ping chunks  of  raw  flesh  on  every  head  she'd  seen. 
Ortiz  joined  her.  His  breath  hissed  as  he  got  a 

clearer  view.  "I  didn't  get  a  chance  to  check  out 
these  guys  in  full  daylight,"  he  murmured.  "It's  .  .  . 
a  lot  worse  close  up  and  well  lit." 

"That  it  is,"  Hasegawa  agreed,  from  Carolyn's other  side. 

Carolyn  did  not  reply,  but  knelt  to  begin  her  ex- 
amination. And  had  to  fight  the  urge  to  cry  again. 

For  not  only  was  this  dolphin  dead,  it  had  been — 
well,  murdered  was  a  term  she  resisted  applying  to 

nonhumans — but  certainly  deliberately  dispatched. 
More  specifically,  it  showed  an  awful  pink-red 
wound  in  its  forehead:  right  where  its  melon — the 
mass  of  fatty  tissue  that  housed  its  echolocation  re- 

ceptors— would  have  been.  All  that  remained  was 
shredded  flesh,  shards  of  bone,  and  white  gristle. 

"Same  as  before,"  Ortiz  hissed. 
"Yeah,"  Carolyn  gritted.  "Something's  bitten  their 

sonar  clean  off." 
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"Same  modus?"  Hasegawa  inquired  automati- 
cally. 

Carolyn  checked  the  edge  of  the  skull-sized 
wound,  found  a  too-familiar  pattern  of  puckers  and 

tears.  "I'd  say  so.  It's  the  wrong  configuration  for 
sharks,  so  the  only  other  thing  it  could  be's  an  orca. 
Shape  of  the  bite  fits  too,  though  it  would  need  to 

have  been  a  small  one." 

Rudy  had  uncapped  the  first  of  his  cameras.  "Pho- 
tos like  last  time?"  he  asked  shakily. 

Hasegawa  nodded.  "Overall  shots,  then  specifics: 
full  body,  head  close-up,  fluke  close-up;  wounds, 
both  side  and  top.  Dupe  everything  in  black-and- 
white  and  color.  Keep  an  eye  out  for  particularly  rep- 

resentative examples,  and  double-doc  them.  We'll 
also  need  to  get  a  couple  of  these  guys  back  to 

'Why?';  but  the  quality  of  the  wound's  the  most  im- 
portant thing.  Get  Jose  to  help  you  drag  one  up  past 

the  tide  mark. — We'll  help  too,  of  course." 
"But  why  would  orcas  do  that?"  Rudy  wondered, 

as  he  fidgeted  with  exposures  and  settings.  "Kill  what 
they  don't  eat,  I  mean." 

Carolyn  shrugged  helplessly.  "I  don't  understand 
it  either.  I  mean,  first  of  all,  orcas  rarely  attack  other 
dolphins;  secondly  if  they  did  attack  for  food,  they 

wouldn't  go  for  the  head — except  perhaps  to  kill — 
but  there're  no  other  obvious  bite  marks  on  any  of 
them,  just  that  one — in  that  one  spot." 

"It's  too  systematic,"  Hasegawa  observed.  "Way 
too  systematic.  If  there  was  any  way  in  the  world  I 
could  blame  this  on  people,  I  would.  But  the  samples 

we've  taken  before  give  the  lie  to  that.  Orca  teeth  in 
some  of  them— -fresh  orca  teeth,  next  to  impossible 
to  duplicate  artificially,  and  certainly  not  in  the 

numbers  we're  dealing  with." 
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"Orca  tissue  in  some  of  their  mouths,  too,"  Ortiz 
added.  "We  tend  to  forget  about  that." 
"They  fought  back?"  From  Rudy.  "Good  for 

them." Carolyn  ran  a  hand  down  the  damp,  sleek  side  of 
a  dead  bottlenose.  It  was  still  warm — not  from  its 
own  life,  but  from  the  sun.  She  checked  a  fin,  noted 
an  odd  angle,  an  atypical  looseness  there.  Broken 
probably.  She  said  as  much. 

Hasegawa  looked  up  from  where  she  was  exam- 
ining the  next  corpse  up  the  cove:  a  young  male. 

"Hmmm,  yes,  I've  noticed  that  too.  There  do  seem 
to  be  signs  of  a  struggle.  Not  bites,  but ...  I  suppose 

you  could  call  them  bruises." 
"But  why?"  Carolyn  asked,  mostly  rhetorically. 
"Self-defense,  I'd  assume.  Wouldn't  you?" 
Carolyn  scowled.  "Which  brings  us  back  to  why 

orcas  would  attack  dolphins  in  these  numbers,  why 

they'd  kill  them  all  in  precisely  the  same  way.  And 
why  that  way  and  not  some  other." 

"That,"  Dr.  Mary  Hasegawa  replied,  "is  exactly 
what  I  want  you  to  tell  me." 

"It  gives  me  the  willies,"  Ortiz  said.  "It  just  flat  out 
isn't  normal." 

"Except  that  we've  now  seen  four  cases,  which 
means  it  is  normal — or  at  least  is  a  significant  local 

aberration,"  Carolyn  countered.  "But  you're  right. 
This  is  all  but  impossible  by  established  precedent." 

"It  gives  me  the  willies,"  Ortiz  repeated.  "I'm 
sorry,  but  it  just  flat  out  does." 



Chapter  VII: 
Road  Trip 

(County  Galway— United  Eire) 
(Thursday,  September  1—late  morning) 

I:  Ballinasloe 

Kevin  hated  roundabouts — those  nerve-racking 
alternatives  to  traffic  lights  and  right-angle  inter- 

sections so  popular  in  the  British-and-attendant 
Isles.  Back  in  the  States  you  stopped,  you  waited, 

you  moved  on.  Here — Well,  you  girded  your  loins, 
fortified  your  intestines,  and  dived  hoodlong  into  a 
maelstrom  of  careening  metal  that,  were  you 

lucky,  might  spit  you  out  again  where  you  in- 
tended. If  you  goosed  the  gas  just  right,  steered 

with  preternatural  precision — and  found  your  fel- 
low travelers  inclined  to  forfeit  the  right-of-way.  It 

was  scary  as  hell  at  the  best  of  times,  and  three 
years  in  the  Emerald  Isle  had  still  made  him  no 
master. 

Never  mind  that  these  were  hardly  the  best  of 
times,  what  with  Fir  sitting  there  silent  as  a  clam, 
but  with  the  harpoon  gun  still  aimed  straight  at  Kev- 

in's kidneys.  Never  mind  the  rain,  which  made  vi- 
sion anywhere  but  directly  ahead  an  exercise  in 

supposition.  And  absolutely  never  mind  that  there 
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wasn't  supposed  to  be  a  roundabout  on  the  western 
edge  of  Ballinasloe  anyway. 

"Shit!"  Kevin  gritted  under  his  breath,  as  he 
eased  one  lane  over — barely  in  time  to  avoid  a 
bite-sized  Japanese  electric  of  indeterminate  make 
that  whisked  in  front  of  him.  A  horn  blew  imme- 

diately, over  his  shoulder.  He  braced  himself,  ex- 
pecting to  feel  a  jolt  and  hear,  for  the  second  time 

in  fifteen  minutes,  the  shriek  of  shredding  sheet 
metal. 

But  the  gods  were  apparently  still  with  him,  for 
not  only  had  he  lost  sight  of  the  pursuing  Citroen 

after  he'd  overtaken  that  lorry  east  of  town,  but  he 
now  seemed  likely  to  navigate  this  worrisome  whirl- 

pool intact  as  well. 
And  there  it  was  now:  the  sign  for  the  N6  to  Lough- 

rea,  and  thence  to  Gal  way  .  .  . 
Biting  his  lip,  he  checked  his  mirror,  found  it 

clear,  and  twitched  the  Merc  one  lane  to  the  outside. 
A  stronger  tug,  and  the  highway  clarified,  between  a 
row  of  nondescript  new  houses. 

Fir  chose  that  moment  to  peer  over  his  shoulder, 
but  Kevin  was  in  no  position  to  avail  himself  of  that 
distraction — for  the  view  between  sweeps  of  wiper 
showed  flashing  blue  lights  ahead.  An  explosion  of 
foliage  farther  down  the  tarmac  looked  suspiciously 
like  a  fallen  tree. 

"I  have  to  stop,"  Kevin  said.  "Something's  wrong 

up  there." 
"Not  your  fault,"  Fir  murmured.  "But  hurry." 
Kevin  grimaced  as  he  eased  to  a  halt — his  was  ap- 

parently the  only  car  on  this  road  at  the  moment.  A 
stocky  garda  in  a  fluorescent  yellow  slicker  slogged 
his  way  forward,  but  not  until  he  tapped  on  the  win- 

dow did  Kevin  power  the  glass  down. 

"Where  ye  headin',  lad?"  the  man  asked  wearily. 
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Kevin  didn't  know  what  to  say.  Good  sense  sug- 
gested he  expose  his  erstwhile  kidnapper — if  the  cop 

didn't  notice  the  harpoon  gun  on  his  own.  Which 
he  probably  wouldn't.  The  man,  anachronistically, 
wore  glasses,  and  they  were  awash  with  rain.  Kevin 

swallowed  hard.  "Leenane  by  way  of  Galway,"  he  re- 
plied at  last. 

"You'll  not  be  takin'  the  N6,  then,"  the  man  rum- 
bled back.  "Not  for  a  couple  o'  hours  yet.  We've  got 

seven  trees  down  'twixt  here  and  Loughrea.  Best  you 
turn  'round  and  go  home." 

Kevin  nodded  sagely.  Hear  that,  Fir? 
Except,  dammit,  there  was  still  the  matter  of  what- 

ever homicidal  maniac(s)  drove  a  black  Citroen.  And, 
he  suddenly  realized,  there  was  no  way  in  hell  he  was 

taking  Fir  back  now.  Glononey,  though  clearly  a  cas- 
tle, was  not  set  up  to  weather  a  twenty-first-century 

siege.  In  Mercury  vs.  Citroen,  he  had  some  advantage. 

"I — uh — really  need  to  get  through,"  he  found 
himself  saying.  "How're  the  roads  north?" 

The  man  puffed  ruddy  cheeks.  "Fine,  far  as  I  know. 
There's  a  lane  back  a  bit'll  take  you  to  Tuam — if  you 
don't  get  that  big  boat  stuck  'twixt  the  hedgerows." 

"No  trees  down?" 
"Not  that  I've  heard  of." 

"Thanks — have  a  good  day." 
"Not  while  I'm  out  here!"  the  man  snorted,  and 

sloshed  away. 

Kevin  ran  the  window  up.  "Well,"  he  began,  then 
noted  the  tension  in  Fir's  face.  "What  is  it?" 

"Go  where  that  man  told  you,"  he  whispered,  "and 
perhaps  we  will  be  lucky." 

Kevin  scowled,  even  as  he  executed  a  perfect 

three-pointer  in  the  middle  of  the  highway.  "Lucky? 
What  do  you  mean?" 

Fir  pointed  past  what  looked  like  a  driveway  be- 
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tween  hedges,  but  was  in  fact  a  connector  to  the 
R348  to  Kilconnell.  But  only  after  Kevin  was  a  hun- 

dred meters  down  the  narrow  lane  did  he  realize  that 

a  car  had  zipped  past  his  back  bumper  and  contin- 
ued on  down  the  N6 — a  low,  black  car  with  broken 

headlight  lenses. 

II:  Moylough 

Fir  maintained  ruthless  silence  for  the  next  hour — 

which  was  just  as  well.  Kevin  had  his  hands  full  driv- 
ing, what  with  a  rebirth  of  rain  coupling  with  roads 

that  were  narrow  even  for  Eire.  Never  mind  downed 

limbs  (but  thankfully  no  trees — reversing  three  or 
four  kliks  was  not  an  appealing  notion),  and  stretches 
of  standing  water  of  unknown  but  traversable  depth. 
The  only  reliable  radio  station  was  the  Gaelic  one  in 
Galway.  Unfortunately,  his  Erse,  though  passable, 
was  nothing  to  write  epics  about;  and,  in  view  of  the 
weather,  they  were  playing  no  music  whatever.  The 

Merc's  cassette  player,  alas,  was  on  the  fritz. 
Inevitably,  however,  the  combination  of  silence, 

fraying  nerves,  browbeating  himself,  and  curiosity 

got  the  better  of  him.  "So,  Fir,"  he  ventured, 
"what—" 

"If  I  tell  you  what  you  wish  to  know,  it  will  only 
make  you  unhappy,"  his  captor  replied  in  precise 
response  to  his  unanswered  queries. 

"I'm  already  unhappy!"  Kevin  exploded,  giving 
vent  to  his  pent-up  tension.  "And  this  is  my  car,  so 
I'm  gonna  ask  questions.  If  you  don't  like  it,  shoot 
me.  There's  at  least  some  chance  it  won't  kill  me, 
but  you'll  be  stuck  in  the  middle  of  nowhere  with  a 
car  you  probably  can't  drive  in  spite  of  that  BS  you 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  81 

hit  me  with  earlier,  and  somebody  who's  got  it  in  for 
you  still  on  your  ass!" 

Fir  considered  this — but  not  angrily,  Kevin  was 
relieved  to  note.  Indeed,  he  had  the  distinct  impres- 

sion— as  he'd  had  for  some  time — that  Fir,  for  all  his 
quirkiness  and  unshakable  determination,  was  no 
happier  with  the  situation  than  he.  That  under  dif- 

ferent circumstances,  they'd  even  have  liked  each 
other.  Shoot,  Kevin  did  like  him,  in  a  manner  of 
speaking.  Or  at  least  was  sufficiently  intrigued  not 

to  despise  him  outright — as  he  supposed  ought  to  be 

the  case  with  one's  kidnapper. 
"So  what  is  it,  exactly,  that  you  do?"  Kevin  dared 

anyway.  " — When  you're  not  being  shot  at,  or 
chased  by  Gitroens,  that  is?" 

Fir  blinked  at  him.  "What  do  you  mean?" 
"Your  .  .  .  job.  School.  What  you  do  for  fun  ..." 
A  long  pause,  then:  "I  .  .  .  fish.  I  swim." 
"A-ha!"  Kevin  crowed.  "I  thought  so!   I  mean, 

that's  how  you're  built,  and  all.  But  were  those  jobs, 
or  hobbies,  or — " 

" — It  would  only  make  you  unhappy,"  Fir  re- 
peated. 

Kevin  hissed  through  his  teeth  and  fell  silent.  Out- 
side, the  tires  hissed  too,  on  pavement  drowned  in 

rain. 

Ill:  Tuam 

An  hour  later  the  rain  slackened  enough  to  show 
ragged  patches  of  blue  sky,  though  more  and  darker 
clouds  to  the  west  were  not  promising — especially 
as  that  was  the  direction  in  which  Leenane  lay.  They 
had  traversed  tiny  Tuam  with  no  more  incident  than 

lunch  at  a  drive-through  McDonald's  (Fir  had  fish), 
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and  were  now  heading  west  on  the  R333,  bound  for 

Gross — and  Gong,  where  Kevin's  troublesome  sister 
had  been  born.  More  narrow  roads,  but  though  there 
had  been  no  sign  of  pursuit  for  nearly  two  hours, 

Kevin  was  still  uneasy,  possibly  a  function  of  Fir's 
relentless  wariness.  As  Kevin  flicked  the  wipers  off 

for  the  first  time  since  they'd  started  out,  he  noted 
a  low  ridge  to  the  left,  crowned  with  storm  clouds, 
as  though  it  deliberately  held  them  there. 

"That's  the  hill  of  Knockma,"  he  observed  offhand. 
"They  say  the  king  of  the  fairies  lives  there." 

"Not  many  people  believe  in  the  fairies,"  Fir  re- 
sponded with  a  vehemence  that  made  Kevin  glance 

sideways  at  him. 

"Not  that  admit  it,"  Kevin  corrected. 
"Do  you?" 
Kevin  frowned  and  repositioned  himself  in  his  seat, 

the  highway,  while  not  wide,  being  relatively  straight 
and  not  so  encumbered  with  hedgerows  as  hereto- 

fore. "Personally?"  he  began  at  last.  "No  ...  I  don't. 
Basically  I  don't  believe  in  anything  that  can't  be 
measured  quantitatively — which  is  not  to  say  I  don't 
want  to  believe.  It's  just  that  I  grew  up  rational.  My 
mom  was  a  marine  biologist — from  right  up  the  way, 
as  a  matter  of  fact.  My  dad — he  was  from  the  States. 

Taught  genetics.  They  lived  apart,  'cept  for  summers; 
and  each  raised  their  same-sex  kid,  which  was  pretty 
weird — not  that  it  has  anything  to  do  with  anything. 

"But  anyway,"  he  went  on,  "what  this  meant  in the  real  world  was  that  most  of  what  I  had  around 

when  I  was  a  kid  was  science  books — journals,  and 
all  that.  Oh,  sure,  we  did  the  Easter  Bunny  thing, 
and  Santa  Glaus,  and  such.  Trouble  was,  I  was  smart 
enough  to  figure  out  the  holes  in  their  logic  pretty 
fast.  Like,  I  knew  the  population  of  the  world  when 

I  was  five,  and  it  didn't  make  sense  that  anything 
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physical  could  visit  every  household  in  one  night, 

never  mind  the  sheer  mass  they'd  need  to  tote 
around — eggs  or  presents,  either.  Unfortunately,  ac- 

cording to  my  more  conservative  kin — most  of 
whom  were  Mom's — I  also  couldn't  tell  the  differ- 

ence between  climbing  down  eight  billion  chimneys 
and  turning  water  into  wine  or  rising  from  the  dead, 

and  apparently  I  was  supposed  to." 
"But  your  books  .  .  .  ?  You  write  about  magic  as 

though  it  were  real ..." Kevin  wondered  how  Fir,  who  apparently  knew 

little  else,  had  picked  up  that  little  tidbit.  The  Un- 
marked Road  had  sold  fine,  Road  of  Light  even  bet- 

ter, but  he  couldn't  assume  that  everyone  had  read 
them — especially  as  he  was  beginning  to  suspect, 
from  an  earlier  altercation  with  the  map,  that  the 

lad  was  illiterate.  "Yeah,  well,  I'm  a  hypocrite,  I 
guess,"  he  continued.  "See,  the  problem  is  that 
while  I  don't  see  how  the  supernatural  could  exist,  a 
lot  of  people  I  consider  reliable  do  believe  in  it — 
and  can  cite  what  are  to  them  good  reasons.  And 
maybe  Vd  even  believe  if  I  actually  saw  something. 
I  mean,  I  acknowledge  the  need  for  wonder  in  the 

world,  whether  or  not  there's  magic.  And  I  can't 
help  but  think  it  would  be  great  if  there  was 
magic — if  there  really  was  an  immortal  demigod 
named  Finvarra  living  under  that  hill  we  just 
passed.  Or  if  the  Tuatha  de  Danaan  really  did  fight 
the  Fir  Bolg  for  the  possession  of  mythic  Ireland  at 
Maeg  Tuireadh  fifteen  minutes  up  this  very  road. 

It's  just  that  I  don't  see  how  it  could  happen — and  if 
it  did,  I'd  have  to  throw  a  bloody  lot  of  things  I  do 
put  faith  in  out  the  window — which  would  be  very 

inconvenient.  Does  that  make  any  sense?" 
"What  about  the  tracks?" 
"Tracks?" 
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"In  your  books.  The  ways  between  the  worlds." 
"Oh,  ley  lines]  Yeah,  well  they  were  just  some- 

thing neat  I  stumbled  on.  I  just  liked  the  idea  of  lines 
of  cosmic  force  connecting  places,  and  all.  But 

thev're  almost  science — maybe." 
"Maybe." 
Kevin  shrugged.  "I'd  sure  like  to  find  one  now — if 

it'd  warp  us  through  to  Leenane  quicker." 
Fir's  brows  lowered.  "Yes,"  he  agreed  softly.  "That 

would  be  useful — because  that .  .  .  car  is  behind  us 

again." A  glance  in  the  mirror,  which  Kevin  had  been  ne- 
glecting, given  they  were  on  little-traveled  roads, 

proved  the  truth  of  Fir's  assertion.  "Shit,"  he 
groaned,  and  floored  the  accelerator.  The  Citroen 
shrank — but  not  as  fast  as  it  might;  and  then  he  had 
to  brake  for  a  blind  curve,  cursing  the  return  of  the 
hedgerows  that  made  it  unwise  to  cut  the  corner  as 
wide  as  he  would  have  otherwise. 

And  cursed  again,  as  he  found  the  highway  ahead 
well-nigh  occluded  with  sheep:  the  vanguard  of  a 
large  herd  meandering  down  from  a  field  to  the  left. 
Having  no  choice,  he  jerked  the  wheel  right,  then 
left,  and  felt  the  rear  end  skip  sideways  as  he  skidded 
around  a  startled  ewe.  He  heard  an  indignant  bleat, 

but  felt  no  impact  as  he  righted  the  big  car  fifty  me- 
ters farther  on.  The  mirror  showed  a  dirty  froth  of 

wooly  bodies  sweeping  across  the  tarmac  like  a 
grimy  tidal  wave. 

The  Citroen  was  not  so  fortunate — nor  were  the 
beasts.  Kevin  heard  several  pitiful  bleats,  even  as  he 
saw  a  pair  of  animals  sail  through  the  air.  A  dark  shape 
accompanying  them  might  have  been  more  of  the  car. 

"What's  goin'  on  back  there?"  he  asked  shakily. 
Fir  twisted  around  but  did  not  relax  his  grip  on  the 

harpoon  gun — or  alter  his  aim.  "The  sheep  are  block- 
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ing  the  way,"  he  replied.  "The  car  is  surrounded  and 
does  not  look  as  though  it  can  proceed." 

"But  can  the  driver  proceed?  That's  the  critical 

question." 
Fir's  brow  furrowed  farther,  though  his  eyes  went 

oddly  blank.  "I  do  not  think  so.  The  car  stopped 
when  it  hit  the  sheep.  One  of  those  inside  has  got 

out  and  is  looking  at  the  damage — or  would  be  if  the 

sheep  would  let  him." 
Kevin  chuckled  grimly.  "Lucky  for  us!  A  lap  full  of 

lamb  chops  is  all  we  need — which  is  exactly  what 

we'd  have  got  if  we'd  hit  something  that  size.  For- 
tunately, we  just  caught  the  leading  edge." 

"Fortunately,"  Fir  echoed  speculatively — and  sur- 
prised Kevin  with  a  grin. 

Relief  made  Kevin  grin  back.  "Luckily,  too." 
"Luck,"  Fir  echoed  again.  "Or  perhaps  it  was  the 

king  of  the  fairies." Kevin  stared  at  him. 

Fir  stared  back  solemnly.  "They  are  right  about 
him,  you  know." 

"Sure." 

"But  they  are  wrong  about  Maeg  Tuireadh.  It  was 
farther  north." 

Kevin's  eyes  narrowed,  even  as  a  chill  went  trick- 
ling down  his  spine.  "H-how  do  you  know?"  The 

question  had  begun  as  an  attempt  at  humoring  his 

captor;  but  even  as  he  spoke  it,  as  he  glimpsed  Fir's 
reaction,  he  was  not  so  certain. 

"Someone  told  me,"  Fir  replied  simply.  "Someone 
very  old.  Someone  who  was  there." 



Chapter  VIII: 
Lox  without  Bagels 

(West  ofAztlan — Mexico) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — midmorning) 

"Jesus  Christy  man — slow  down!" 
"Faster  you  say?"  Stormy  countered  wickedly  as 

he  shoved  his  Jeep  Juneau's  accelerator  even  closer 
to  the  carpet  than  heretofore.  Which  was,  and  had 

been  for  a  not-so-good  while,  already  far  too  close 

for  'Bird,  who  sat  stoically  in  the  right-hand  bucket 
with  both  feet  pressed  firmly  against  the  floor  and 

every  restraint  in  sight  snugged  tourniquet-tight.  He 
reached  up  anyway,  to  brace  himself  against  the  B- 
pillar/rollbar,  then  grabbed  for  the  coffee  thermos 
when  it  threatened  to  jolt  free  of  the  holder  between 
the  seats. 

Gravel  spat  like  bobcats  brawling,  and  something 
smacked  loudly  against  the  kevlar  bellypan.  Both 
doors  and  the  rear  hatch  of  the  bubble-canopy 
creaked  in  sympathy.  The  Jeep  listed  alarmingly. 

'Bird  got  a  too-clear  glimpse  of  knee-deep  ruts  on  a 
forty-degree  slope,  of  golden  stones  the  size  of  his 
skull — and  of  a  thirty-meter  drop  straight  down  six 

sims  from  the  vehicle's  right  front  tire.  He  closed 
his  eyes,  trying  not  to  gasp.  Stormy  was  just  jink- 

ing with  him,  he  knew.  Shoot,  most  times  he  en- 

86 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  87 

joyed  stuff  like  this.  But  this  wasn't  most  times. 
For,  in  spite  of  the  coffee  he'd  been  chain-drinking 
since  fleeing  Aztlan  two  hours  earlier,  he  was  still 
four-fifths  asleep — or  his  eyes  were.  Contrariwise, 
his  nerves  were  wired  into  some  real  hot  lasers  in- 

deed, and  his  temper  was  on  a  perilously  short 
fuse.  The  combination  .  .  .  Well,  Stormy  had  said 

he  needed  to  purge  himself  of  the  pollution  his  re- 
cent encounter  with  death  had  engendered,  part  of 

which  meant  altering  his  consciousness  via  some 

sort  of  ceremony  he  refused  to  describe  any  fur- 

ther. In  which  case  'Bird  was  well  on  his  way  al- 
ready. 

If  they  ever  got  wherever  it  was. 
He  dared  a  glance  back  up  the  way  they  had  come: 

the  steepest,  most  rutted  mountain  pig-trail  he'd 
ever  seen,  including  in  his  native  North  Carolina. 

Half  an  hour  to  the  town  they'd  stopped  in  for  meth, 
and  since  then  .  .  .  nothing  but  bare  rocks,  scrubby 
vegetation — and  lizards.  Lots  and  lots  of  big  lizards, 

of  a  species  that  made  him  wish  he'd  paid  more  at- 
tention to  the  biology  orientation  session  he'd  slept 

through  before  coming  here.  After  all,  if  Stormy's 
driving  got  any  wilder,  they  might  well  be  eating  liz- 
ard  until  aid  arrived.  Or  lizards  might  be  eating 
them. 

"You're  doin'  this  just  to  freak  me,  aren't  you?" 
'Bird  grumbled,  as  Stormy  slowed  for  a  rut  even  he 
wasn't  fool  enough  to  traverse  full  tilt.  The  "road" 
was  worsening  rapidly. 

His  friend  smiled  fiendishly.  "Adrenaline  helps 
you  stay  awake — and  fear  generates  adrenaline." 

"Well,  I'm  sure  on  the  verge  of  flight,  then,"  'Bird 
gritted.  "Though  actually  I'd  prefer  to  fight,  'cept  I 
don't  dare  do  that  while  you're  drivin'." 

"You'd  fight  moi?" 
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"I  oughta  beat  your  not-so-furry  butt,  for  puttin' 
me  through  this!  You're  s'posed  to  be  helpin'  me, 
man,  not  scarin'  the  livin'  shit  outta  me!  I  mean,  I 
really  did  have  a  traumatic  experience.  I  really  do 

need  to  sleep!" 
Stormy  braked  the  Jeep  to  a  crunching  halt  just 

shy  of  a  rockslide  that  completely  blocked  what 

passed  for  a  road.  "I  am  doing  this  for  you,  man.  If 
I  didn't  think  it  was  important,  I  wouldn't  be  risking 
my  bod — or  my  valuable  vehicle."  Without  further 
comment,  he  jerked  the  Jeep  into  park,  set  the 

brake,  and  climbed  out.  'Bird  followed.  He  could 
hear  the  engine  popping  and  hissing  under  the  plas- 

tic hood.  Without  benefit  of  AG,  the  heat  slapped  at 
him,  from  above  in  the  form  of  a  sun  that  was  searing 
the  zenith,  and  from  stones  that  were  flinging  it  back 
from  the  barren  ground. 

Scowling,  'Bird  joined  his  friend,  who,  like  himself, 
was  dressed  in  sturdy  boots,  worn  jeans,  and  a 
sleeveless  white  cotton  tunic,  unbelted.  Gold  mir- 
rorshades  and  Atlanta  Tauruses  baseball  caps  com- 

pleted both  ensembles.  Viewed  from  the  rear,  they 

could  have  been  brothers,  save  that  'Bird's  jeans 
were  faded  blue,  where  Stormy 's  were  black;  and 
Stormy  had  added  a  light,  rust- toned  serape. 

"You're  not  supposed  to  know  about  this,"  Stormy 
muttered  in  a  low  voice.  "You  don't  see  it  when  you 
get  there,  and  you  won't  remember  it  when  you're 

gone." 'Bird  did  not  reply. 
"I  need  a  verbal  on  that,  man.  Sorry." 
"Promise,"  'Bird  yawned,  and  followed  his  friend 

over  the  obstacle,  and  downward. 

They  had  hiked  for  nearly  ten  minutes  before  'Bird 
saw  anything  more  promising  than  skeletal  manza- 
nitas  and  steep  rocky  shelves  jumbling  up  to  the 
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left  and  down  to  the  right.  Once  a  pygmy  rattler 
oozed  out  of  his  shadow,  and  twice  he  spied  taran- 

tulas. The  former,  he  could  tolerate;  the  latter  .  .  . 
Well,  there  were  definitely  advantages  to  living  in 
Carolina,  not  the  least  of  them  being  spiders  that 

didn't  splay  out  from  under  your  boots  when  you 
squashed  'em.  He  was  a  mountain  boy,  sure;  but  he 
liked  his  mountains  with  trees  on  'em,  not  things 
that  bit  back — hard,  fierce,  and  often. 

Abruptly,  Stormy  stumbled.  'Bird  snatched  at 
him,  missed,  lost  his  own  balance,  and  staggered 
past  a  house-sized  boulder,  beyond  which  the  trail 
kinked  sharp  right.  And  there,  for  the  first  time,  he 
glimpsed  their  presumed  destination. 

It  was  a  tiny  valley,  no  more  than  half  a  klik  in 
diameter,  with  a  slash  of  green  midway  along  that 
might  mark  a  watercourse.  And  as  he  stood  staring, 

he  got  the  uncanny  sense  that  he  wasn't  in  Mexico 
at  all,  but  in  Utah  or  Arizona.  Or,  more  properly,  in 
Dinetah,  the  Navajo  nation,  which  was  larger  than 
many  of  the  fifty-four  states,  from  whose  company 
it  had,  after  two  years  of  bitter  debate  in  the  UN, 
seceded,  along  with  most  of  the  rest  of  the  Native 
Peoples. 

Especially  as  he'd  just  noticed,  at  least  another 
klik  distant,  a  small  octagonal  structure  centered  in 
a  dusty  yard,  its  conical  roof  and  low  log  walls  still 

mostly  in  shadow.  "Is  that  what  I  think  it  is?"  he 
wheezed,  while  Stormy  paused  to  swig  from  the  wa- 

ter canteen — which,  besides  coffee,  was  all  he  was 

permitting  either  himself  or  'Bird. 
Stormy  passed  the  canteen  and  nodded.  "It's  a  ho- 

gan,  if  that's  what  you  mean.  Built  by  traditional 
methods,  from  traditional  materials." 

"Inhabited  by  traditional  Dineh,  too?" 
"Absolutely!" 
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'Bird  froze.  That  hadn't  been  Stormy 's  voice. 
At  which  point  Stormy  uttered  an  undignified  yip 

and  jumped  at  least  a  meter  straight  up. 

This  struck  the  already  punchy  'Bird  as  hilarious, 
so  that  instead  of  going  on  guard,  he  gasped  out  a 
strangled  guffaw.  The  mountains  laughed  back — 
which  he  thought  funnier  still,  until  he  realized  that 
other  laughter  was  weaving  with  his.  He  broke  off 
abruptly. 

Stormy,  it  seemed,  couldn't  decide  whom  to  glare 
at  first:  'Bird,  or  the  short  stocky  man  who  had  just 
stepped  calmly  from  the  shadows  beyond  the  next 
outcrop  and  was  ambling  up  the  trail  toward  them. 

'Bird  got  a  sense  of  a  heavy,  smooth  face  and  gray 
hair;  but  it  was  hard  to  be  sure  beneath  the  wide- 
brimmed  black  felt  hat  banded  with  silver  conchas. 

As  for  the  man's  age — that  was  impossible  to  guess. 
He  moved  well,  but  something  about  the  way  he  was 

dressed — old-fashioned  tight  Levi's  and  a  faded  plaid 
shirt — hinted  of  a  birth  midway  through  the  last 
century.  More  silver — and  turquoise — showed  at  his 
belt,  on  his  fingers,  and  at  his  ears. 

"Ya-tah"  the  man  said,  when  he  had  hiked  to 

within  two  paces.  "Mornin'." 
"Ya-tah~hehl"  Stormy  gave  back  cheerfully. 
Uncertain  of  the  protocols  of  the  situation,  'Bird 

held  his  tongue. 

"Stormcloud  Nez,"  the  man  went  on.  uBorn  to  the 
Makah,  wasn't  it?  And  born  for  the  Goes  To  College 

Clan?" 
"Hosteen  John  Lox,"  Stormy  replied,  with  a  grin, 

"whose  lineage  it  would  be  impolite  to  reveal  in  front 
of  strangers.  This  is  my  friend,  Thunderbird  O'Con- 

nor." Lox  studied  'Bird  for  a  long  moment,  then  reached 
up  and  removed  'Bird's  shades  and  stared  at  him 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  91 

skeptically — which  didn't  fit  with  what  'Bird  knew  of 
traditional  Navajo  courtesy  at  all,  both  the  stare  and 

the  contact  being  considered  rude.  "Not  Dineh,"  Lox 
observed  eventually.  "Something  from  the  South. 
Cherokee?  Or  is  it  Ani-Yunwiya  this  week?  Or  Ki- 

tuwah?" 
'Bird  grinned.  "Good  guess.  And  all  three." 
Lox  shook  his  head.  "Smart  guess.  They're  the  big- 

gest one;  you  look  mixed;  and  most  of  you  eastern 

guys've  got  belagana  blood — white  blood.  You've  got 

a  lot." 
"My  grandmother  was  Irish." 
"Good  singers,  the  Irish." 
"So  I've  heard." 

Stormy  cleared  his  throat.  "I — uh — that  is,  Hos- 
teen  Lox,  it  seems  to  me  we  could  talk  better  off  our 

feet  and  out  of  the  heat." 
"And  with  something  in  your  bellies?" 
"That .  .  .  remains  to  be  seen."  And  no  more  was 

said  until  the  old  man  motioned  them  to  a  rough- 
sawn  bench  on  the  shady  side  of  the  hogan. 

"Coffee?"  Lox  offered  hopefully. 
"Sure,"  'Bird  yawned.  Then,  after  a  glance  at 

Stormy:  "That  is,  if  it's  still  kosher." 
"If  Hosteen  Lox  says  so." 
Lox  merely  ambled  inside.  'Bird  could  hear  the rattle  of  utensils  and  the  hiss  of  a  Sterno  fire.  No 

electricity,  he  noted  (unless  the  cables  were  under- 

ground), not  even  Hopi  cells.  "So  what  is  this  place?" 
he  asked  finally.  "And  who's  that  guy?" 

Stormy  reached  down  to  fondle  a  skinny  black- 

and-white  tomcat  that  had  sauntered  by.  "Lox  is  a 
hataalii"  he  explained.  "A  Singer.  You've  heard  me 
talk  about  'em — probably  read  about  'em  too.  They 
preserve  the  Ways,  preside  over  rituals,  and  so  on. 
Lox  went  to  Yale,  then  joined  the  navy  and  saw  the 
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world,  then  lived  the  rest  of  his  life  near  Window 

Rock,  Ex-Arizona — Hillerman  country,  if  you've 
read  those  old  mysteries — or  did  until  a  few  years 
ago.  Seems  he  had  this  dream  about  being  needed 

down  here,  so  he  hopped  in  his  son's  car  and  drove 
south  and  east  until  the  car  gave  out.  Goincidentally, 
the  Dineh  were  just  setting  up  their  Aztlan  embassy, 
trying  to  be  slick  and  modern,  and  all  that.  But  what 
few  Traditionals  had  come  down  felt .  .  .  uneasy. 
They  felt  like  Aztlan  was  too  much  belagana,  in 
spite  of  the  pre-Columbian  architecture,  and  having 
been  designed  by  an  Indian,  and  all.  So  a  bunch  of 

'em  got  together  and  decided  they  needed  a  spiritual 
retreat  nearby,  where  they  could  be  reminded  of 
home.  Well  guess  what?  Just  as  they  were  shopping 
around,  along  comes  Hosteen  Lox.  And  guess  what 
again?  He  says  he  knows  the  right  place,  says  he 

dreamed  it.  All  they've  gotta  do  is  help  him  find  it. 
'You're  a  Revisionist,'  they  allow.  'That  don't  affect 
what  I  can  do  for  you'  he  tells  'em  back.  So  they 
drag  out  the  aerial  photos  of  this  area,  and  Lox — 

he's  also  a  hand  trembler — Lox  points  to  the  place 
on  the  map  that  he  says  is  the  one — this  place." 

"You're  kiddin'!" 

Stormy  shook  his  head.  "Anyway,  the  problem 
was  the  land  belonged  to  some  of  the  local  Indians. 
So  Lox  looked  up  one  of  their  elders,  and  they  drank 
a  little  and  smoked  a  little,  and  a  day  later  he  had 
the  deed  to  this  valley.  Seems  Aztlan  rests  on  land 

the  belaganas  stole  from  these  folks,  so  it  wasn't 
suitable  for  a  sacred  precinct  like  Lox  wanted.  But 

this  they've  owned  unbrokenly.  And  while  it's  not 
Dineh  land  and  therefore  not  strictly  appropriate 
for  some  traditional  rituals,  neither  is  it  polluted  by 

ever  having  been  owned  by  belaganas — which  is 

important." 
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"Very  important,"  Lox  chuckled,  ambling  out  with 
a  pair  of  enameled  steel  cups  full  of  an  even  stronger- 

smelling  brew  than  Stormy's  thermos  had  con- tained. 

"Local  beans,"  Lox  confided.  "Man  brings  'em  to 
me  once  a  month." 

'Bird  took  a  cup  but  did  not  drink  from  it.  He  gazed 
around  curiously.  "What  do  you  live  on?" 

A  shrug.  "I  got  a  little  garden  and  a  couple  of 
sheep.  Catch  some  stuff.  Folks  bring  me  stuff  from 

town  once  in  a  while." 

'Bird  could  think  of  nothing  else  to  say  that 
couldn't  be  construed  as  rude  or  nosy.  Instead,  he 
flopped  back  against  the  hogan's  wall.  The  raw  logs 
felt  good:  not  cool,  but  cooler  than  anything  else 
about.  His  feet  were  hot  and  sore.  He  wondered  if  it 

would  be  impolite  to  take  off  his  shoes.  His  eyes 
drifted  closed. 

"Your  friend  here  must  think  a  lot  of  you,"  Lox observed. 

'Bird  started,  glanced  sideways,  to  see  Stormy 
scowling  at  him.  "Sorry.  What'd  you  say?" 

"Your  friend  thinks  a  lot  of  you." 
'Bird  shrugged.  "He  thinks  I'm  a  fool  a  lot  of  the 

time." 
"You  agree  with  him?" 
Another  shrug.  "Sometimes.  I  try  not  to  be.  But 

...  I  guess  I  try  to  be  myself  first  of  all,  listen  to  my 
heart,  and  all  that.  And  if  it  tells  me  to  do  stuff  most 

folks  think  is  foolish,  then — yeah,  I'm  a  fool." 
"You're  a  long  way  from  home." 
"So's  Stormy  .  .  .  so're  you." 
"If  you  wanted  to  tell  how  that  happened,  I  would 

listen." 
'Bird  rolled  his  eyes.  He  didn't  want  to,  as  a  matter 

of  fact.  But  Stormy  had  gone  to  a  lot  of  trouble  and 
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some  risk  to  bring  him  here.  He'd  said  Lox  was  some- 
one he  ought  to  meet.  And  'Bird  wasn't  an  asshole 

unless  forced  to  be.  Scowling,  he  took  a  deep  breath, 
and  chased  it  with  as  much  coffee  as  he  could  man- 

age without  scalding  his  mouth,  but  even  so,  his 

tongue  went  numb.  "Well,"  he  began,  "like  you 
guessed,  I'm  from  a  place  in  western  North  Carolina 
called  Qualla  Boundary — Cherokee  by  the  white — 

the  belaganas.  Basically  it's  where  the  few  .  .  .  Cher- 
okee who  eluded  the  Trail  of  Tears  wound  up.  It's 

not  a  true  reservation,  but  it's  still  the  seat  of  the 
Eastern  Band.  I  was  born  before  we  all  got  our  in- 

dependence— my  dad  was  a  big  advocate  of  that.  He 
was  an  anthropologist  too,  like  I  am.  Went  to  the 
University  of  Georgia  and  got  active  in  Native 
causes.  It  was  his  idea  to  petition  the  Hopis  for 

money  for  endangered  species  research — repatria- 
tion of  wolves  and  panthers,  and  all  that,  plus  genetic 

engineering.  Once  that  got  approved  and  we  could 
show  we  could  make  a  contribution  to  the  world  at 

large  and  support  ourselves  without  help  from  the 
Feds,  they  had  to  grant  us  our  sovereignty,  per  the 

Resolution.  He's  retired  now,  and  workin'  on  a 
book — when  he's  not  restorin'  cars." 

"Thunderbirds?" 

A  nod.  "Thus  my  name — his  too.  Actually,  his  dad 
was  into  'em,  but  couldn't  afford  one." 

"Your  mother?" 
"She's  from  the  Western  Branch.  Dad  met  her  at 

a  powwow.  She's  a  wildlife  artist." 
"Brothers  and  sisters?" 
"Mom  had  me,  then  had  uterine  cancer.  She  sur- 

vived, but  I'm  a  solo." 
Stormy  smirked  at  that.  "No  joke!" 
"I  am  also  curious  to  know  what  you  hope  to 

achieve  down  here." 
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'Bird  considered  this.  "To  serve  my  people  as  best 
I  can,"  he  replied  finally.  "I'm  Cultural  Attache  to 
our  embassy,  which  means  I  arrange  exhibits,  pro- 

cure speakers,  do  presentations  at  schools,  other 
embassies,  you  name  it.  I  consult  at  the  museum 

some." 
"Not  bad  for  a  young  man." 
"I  do  okay." 
"Wife?" 

"Too  many  choices,  and  I  can  only  have  one.  Sup- 
pose I  chose  wrong?" 

"So  you  try  out  a  lot  of  'em." 
"I  do  my  part." 
Silence.  Then:  "Do  you  know  what  chindi  are?" 
'Bird  shifted  uneasily  and  took  another  sip  of  cof- 

fee, then  glanced  at  Stormy  askance.  It  was,  he  re- 
alized, the  first  direct  question  Lox  had  asked  him. 

"They're  .  .  .  ghosts,  aren't  they?  Evil  ghosts?  I  think 
they're  the  bad  part  that's  left  when  somebody  dies." 

"Do  you  believe  in  them?" 
A  long  pause.  Then,  slowly:  "I'm  .  .  .  not  sure.  I 

have  some  reason  to  think  what  the  .  .  .  belagana 

call  magic  works — not  so  much  from  things  that've 
happened  to  me,  but  via  people  I  trust,  who  have  no 
vested  interest  in  being  thought  strange  or  special, 

who've  encountered  .  .  .  peculiar  things.  My  dad's 
seen  a  bunch  of  things.  But .  .  .  chindi,  as  strictly 

defined?  I'd  have  to  say  .  .  .  no." 
"What  has  your  father  seen?" 
"Witches.  Skinchangers  ..." 
"He  is  a  person  you  trust?" 
"He  wouldn't  lie  to  me." 

"And  you?  What  do  you  believe?" 
"I  ...  I  don't  want  to  talk  about  it.  What's  that 

stuff  got  to  do  with  anything?" 
Lox's  eyes  flashed  fire.  "Your  friend  brought  you 
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here  'cause  he  thought  you  needed  what  we  call  a 
Way — I  suspect  you've  heard  of  'em,  if  you're  an  an- 

thropologist. And  some  folks  say  Ways  are  .  .  . 

magic,  though  I  don't  like  that  word.  You  don't  be- 
lieve in  things  like  that,  a  Way  won't  do  you  any 

good." "He  believes,"  Stormy  inserted.  "He  just  won't  ad- 

mit it." 
Lox  glared  at  'Bird  accusingly.  "Oh,  I  see:  you  re- 

spect your  culture,  but  you're  also  afraid  of  it,  'cause 
to  be  truly  part  of  it,  you  have  to  believe  in  .  .  .  that 

stuff.  Only  you've  been  to  the  belagana's  schools 
and  they've  told  you  there's  no  such  thing.  So  in- 

stead of  stay  in'  home,  where  that  stuff  is,  and  where 
folks  believe  in  it,  you  came  down  here  to  Aztlan 

where  there's  steel  and  glass  and  concrete  over 
everything  that's  real.  You  came  down  here  to  hide 
from  that  stuff" 

"Now  wait  a  minute!" 

"Look  in  your  heart  and  tell  me  I'm  wrong!" Silence. 

"Now  tell  me  what's  got  your  friend  so  riled  up  he'd 
bring  somebody  like  you  to  see  me." 

'Bird  sighed  wearily.  And  for  the  second  time  that 
morning,  laid  out  the  whole  disturbing  tale. 

Lox  listened  quietly,  then  nodded.  "You  did  right 
to  bring  him  here,"  he  told  Stormy.  "He  does  need  a 
Way — 'specially  if  he's  attracted  a  chindi.  Probably 
a  Ghost  Way  or  an  Enemy  Way — or  maybe  one  of 

them  new  preventative  ones." 
"I  thought  those  were  only  for  sick  folks,"  'Bird 

broke  in.  "Sick  Dineh,  as  a  matter  of  fact." 
"Some  would  say  our  whole  world's  sick." 
"I'm  still  not  Dineh." 

"No,  but  you  respect  Dineh  customs  or  Stormy 
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wouldn't  hang  out  with  you.  That's  enough  for  a  Re- 
visionist like  me." 

"But  don't  they  take  days?" 
"This  one  will.  First  of  all,  I  need  to  find  out  what 

kind  of  Way  to  do.  Then  I  need  time  to  collect  stuff, 

time  to  get  things  ready." 
"So  when  can  you  do  it?"  Stormy  sighed,  before 

'Bird  could  protest. 
"Next  week,  maybe.  Monday  or  Tuesday,  if  I  push 

it." "Anything  we  can  do  in  the  meantime?" 
"He  can  sweat.  He  can  wring  out  the  water  that 

was  in  him  when  he  saw  .  .  .  that,  and  maybe  the 

chindi  won't  recognize  him  'cause  we're  mostly  wa- 
ter, and  it  won't  be  the  same  him.  And  he  can  ease 

right  on  out  of  himself  in  that  lodge,  so  the  chindi 

can't  recognize  how  he  thinks.  But  it's  gonna  make 
him  sick — sick  in  the  head,  anyway.  And  when  that 

happens,  he'll  need  a  Way." 
"But  you  think  a  sweat'll  suffice  for  now?"  Stormy 

persisted  dubiously. 

"It's  all  I  can  do  for  now.  Depending  on  how  he 
comes  out  of  it — how  his  attitude  is,  maybe  I  can  do 

him  a  Way  next  week.  That's  the  best  I  can  promise." 
'Bird  did  not  reply,  did  not  contribute  at  all  to  the 

discussion.  If  they'd  let  him  sleep,  he'd  do  anything. 
He  wondered  idly  if  he  could  sleep  in  a  sweat  lodge. 

"You  keep  him  awake,"  Lox  told  Stormy  finally. 
"I'll  build  the  fire." 

"Fire,"  'Bird  yawned  groggily,  vaguely  aware  he 
was  starting  to  free-associate.  "Fire's  the  same  color 
as  blood." 
"G'mon,"  Stormy  grunted,  rising.  "Let's  go  jog- 

ging." 



Chapter  IX: 
In  Deep 

(Research  Vessel  Midgarden — 
the  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Thursday,  September  1 — noonlsh) 

"Screw  this!"  Carolyn  sighed  decisively.  "I  hate 
remotes.  I'm  going  in." 

And  with  that  she  pushed  back  from  the  bank  of 

computer-enhanced  CRTs  she'd  been  squinting  at 
for  the  last  hour  and  corralled  a  cup  of  tepid  coffee 

from  the  shelf  to  her  right.  The  screens  took  no  of- 
fense from  her  snub,  but  continued  broadcasting 

obliviously,  bathing  her  face  with  flickering  blue- 
green  light:  the  waters  of  the  Gulf  of  Mexico  ob- 

served, in  rotation,  by  three  dozen  remote  cameras, 
half  of  them  umbilicaled  to  motorized  buoys  pres- 

ently defining  a  square  two  kilometers  on  a  side  in 
the  cove  where  the  dolphins  had  beached,  the  oth- 

ers, free-swimming  jobs  operated  from  a  pair  of 
mice.  At  present  they  showed  nothing  larger  than  a 
single  half-grown  Mako  shark  and  a  trio  of  groupers. 
No  dolphins,  living  or  dead,  and  definitely  no  orcas. 

"My  eyes  hurt,"  she  told  Rudy  with  a  smile  as  she 
slid  both  mice  his  way  and  rose  so  he  could  claim 
her  chair.  He  grinned  at  her  uncertainly. 

"My  head  hurts,"  he  shot  back,  his  handsome, 
98 
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wide-cheeked  face  all  suntan,  dark  eyes,  and  white 

teeth  beneath  thick  black  hair.  "Comes  of  pulling  the 
late  shift  and  the  morning  shift." 

"Have  some  of  that  coffee,"  Carolyn  yawned.  "It'll 
put  hair  on  your  chest." 

"I  don't  want  hair  on  my  chest.  Maggie  likes  'em 
smooth.  So  does  Roger." 

A  black  eyebrow  lifted  delicately. 

"First  come,  first  served,"  Rudy  smirked. 
Carolyn's  reply  was  to  empty  the  dregs  of  the 

pot  into  his  cup  and  snare  a  breakfast  biscuit  from 
the  stash  by  the  console.  An  unusually  strong 
wave  slapped  the  Midgarden  as  she  did,  forcing 
her  to  brace  momentarily  as  the  vessel  rocked.  It 
also  reminded  her  of  the  hurricane  in  Eire,  of 

which  she'd  heard  little  in  the  three  hours  since 

they'd  left  the  site  of  the  massacre — Anomalous 
Beaching,  Number  IV,  as  it  was  officially,  if  soul- 
lessly,  tagged. 

"Guess  I'd  better  change,"  Carolyn  yawned. 
"N.Q.  won't  like  it." 
"She  never  likes  anything  that's  not  by  the  book. 

But  if  I  show  up  ready  to  run,  she'll  be  less  inclined 
to  try  to  talk  me  out  of  it.  Better  yet,  I'll  just  go,  and 
you  can  break  the  news." 

"Easier  to  get  forgiveness  than  permission,"  Rudy 
agreed.  "I  mean,  we  are  marine  biologists,  for 
Christ's  sakes — " 

"Most  of  the  local  species  of  which  don't  want  to 
get  their  feet  wet,"  Carolyn  snorted,  as  she  ducked 
into  the  adjoining  companionway  to  retrieve  the 

requisite  gear  from  the  lockers  there.  "Present  com- 
pany excepted,  of  course,"  she  added  with  a  com- 

radely wink.  Rudy  was  the  newest  member  of  the 
team,  only  a  year  out  of  grad  school  at  the  University 
of  Florida  at  Miami,  with  a  major  in  marine  biology 
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and  a  minor  in  electronics.  He  knew  volumes  of  the- 
ory, most  of  it  newer  than  what  Carolyn  had  picked 

up  in  Monaco  three  years  prior,  but  had  precious 
little  hands-on.  He  was  also  the  least  stuffy  person 
she  knew,  and  while  she  tended  to  stuffiness  herself, 

Rudy's  easygoing  teasing  coupled  with  the  fact  that 
as  junior  man  in  Cetacean  Behavior  he  got  all  the 
trash  jobs,  made  them  good  foils  for  each  other. 

"Where  is  the  N.Q.,  anyway?"  Rudy  said,  as  he 
called  up  a  second  set  of  images  from  an  alternate 
bank  of  remotes. 

"Down  below  poring  over  those  photos.  She's  try- 
ing to  correlate  the  fin  patterns  against  those  we've 

got  on  file.  Ortiz  is  helping,  since  he  did  the  photog- 

raphy in  the  initial  census." 
"I  see  .  .  .  " 

"Well  /  don't — not  very  clearly.  Which  is  why  I'm 
going  down.  If  there  are  orcas  in  the  area — or  dol- 

phins— I  can  tell  a  lot  more  up  close  and  personal 

than  I  can  staring  at  a  bunch  of  pixels." 
"Sonar  says  you're  wasting  your  time;  says  there 

might  be  a  couple  of  tame  dolphins  and  that's  it.  Cer- 
tainly nothing  as  big  as  an  orca." 

"And  you  told  me  last  week  that  the  system's  badly 
in  need  of  replacement  and  not  to  trust  it — and  you 

haven't  fixed  it  in  the  interim,  have  you?" 
Rudy  shook  his  head.  "Nyet. " 
Carolyn  rolled  her  eyes.  "I  wish  you'd  settle  on  a 

nationality." 
"Ah,  but  this  is  an  international  facility  in  an  in- 

ternational city — sefiorita" 
"Hmmmph!" 

"You  gonna  change,  or  you  gonna  give  me  grief?" 
Rudy  punctuated  his  question  with  the  inevitable 

grin,  whereupon  Carolyn  ducked  into  the  tiny  head 
to  the  left  of  the  companionway.  The  black  tunic  and 
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jeans  hit  the  deck,  along  with  the  fluorescent  orange 
panties,  to  be  replaced  by  a  sleek  bodysuit,  blue-gray 
on  the  back,  buff  white  on  the  front,  the  better  to 

gain  the  confidence  of  dolphins.  She  didn't  raise  the 
hood,  however,  nor  slip  on  the  streamlined  goggles, 
nor  the  cumbersome  fins.  Scooping  her  clothes  into 
a  duffel  bag,  she  stepped  back  into  the  monitor 
room. 

"You  gonna  carry  eyes?"  Rudy  called. 
"I  suppose  I  ought  to — but  only  a  skull-mount. 

Better  yet,  see  if  you  can  bribe  one  of  your  trained 
remotes  to  tag  along.  If  I  wanted  to  deal  with  tech, 

I'd  stay  on  board." 
"Good  point,"  Rudy  yawned,  rubbing  the  back  of his  neck. 

Carolyn  noticed  the  gesture.  "You  okay?" 
"You  mean  beyond  lack  of  sleep?  Sure." 
"Just  wondered.  You  heard  Ralston  had  a  blackout 

last  week,  didn't  you?" 
"Supposedly  had  a  blackout.  He  says  he  fell 

asleep." 
"Yeah,  but  computers  don't  black  out,  and —  Well, 

I'm  not  supposed  to  know  this,  but  you  know  the 
ones  they've  got  monitoring  the  ring  remotes?  The 
ones  that  run  all  the  time  on  automatic  and  only 
chime  in  if  they  see  something  interesting?  Well, 

there've  been  a  number — I'm  not  sure  how  many — 
of  instances  in  the  last  month  or  so  of  discs  being 

erased,  both  computer  and  video." 
Rudy  spun  his  chair  around  and  gaped  at  her. 

"You're  kidding!" 
'  'Fraid  not.  And  you  want  to  know  the  really  dis- 

turbing thing?  They  correlate  to  within  one  day  with 
the  dates  of  the  other  dolphin  beachings.  And  given 

that  we  don't  know  when  or  where  the  actual  muti- 
lations occurred  ..." 
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"Sounds  like  you  subscribe  to  the  human  interfer- 
ence theory — scant  hours  old  though  it  is." 

Carolyn  shrugged  helplessly.  "I  don't  know,  Rudy. 
I  can't  imagine  how  humans  could  inflict  wounds 
that  look  exactly  like  orca  bites.  But  I  can't  see  why 
orcas  would  bite  the  melons  out  of  four  dozen  dol- 

phins across  two  months'  time — nor,  to  add  the  ab- 
surd for  the  sake  of  completeness,  how  they  could 

possibly  affect  the  computers." 
"Humans  with  trained  orcas?" 

"Most  logical  guess,  given  the  evidence,  but  not 
one  I  like." 

"You  like  any  of  the  others?" 
Another  shrug. 

"You  might  oughta  be  careful,  you  know." 
"Why?" 
"  'Cause  while  there  aren't  enough  documented 

cases  of  orcas  attacking  humans  to  matter,  and  not 

many  more  of  'em  attacking  dolphins,  the  fact  that 
suddenly  that  is  happening  might  make  you  more 

vulnerable  than  you  think." 
"Ah,  it's  a  comfort  you  are,  lad,"  she  laughed,  laps- 

ing into  her  brogue. 

"Cary?"  Rudy  asked  suddenly.  "Has  anyone  tried to  correlate  the  holes  in  the  disc  record  versus  the 

mutilations  versus  those  cameras  we've  been  losing 

lately?" 
Carolyn's  eyes  went  wide.  "Not  unless  Hassie  has, 

and  she  tends  to  see  what  she  expects." 
"Hmmm,  and  I  wonder  what  would  happen  if  we 

threw  in  the  date  of  Ralston's  blackout ..." 
"Seckinger  said  he  got  nauseous  the  last  time  he 

did  a  night  shift." 
"Hmmm  again,"  Rudy  echoed.  "I,  uh,  haven't  told 

anybody  this,  but ...  I  got  pretty  muddle-headed  on 
screen  duty  last  night — had  to  go  sit  in  front  of  the 
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AC  with  my  head  down,  and  all.  Figured  it  was  re- 
mote-control bends,  or  some  such,  all  that  flickering 

light  and  stuff." 
"Well,  it's  a  thing  to  think  about,"  Carolyn  sighed. 

"And  to  run  by  Hassie,  assuming  we  can  assemble 
the  data  without  her  catching  us.  But  in  the  mean- 

time, think  you  could  plug  me  in?" 
Rudy  rose  to  join  her.  "Sure  thing." 
Carolyn  reached  into  a  hard  plastic  clamshell 

holder  and  removed  a  pair  of  thin  red  hoses  with  gold 
fixtures  on  either  end,  rather  like  coaxial  cables. 

"Playin'  by  the  rules,  is  it  we  are?" 
Carolyn  nodded.  "With  as  much  going  wrong  as 

has  been  lately,  I'd  better.  And  the  rules  say  to  get 
a  buddy  to  plug  you  in;  they're  less  likely  to  take  it 
for  granted,  since  they'd  be  responsible  if  anything 
went  wrong." 

"Thanks  a  lot!  You  want  a  wake  or  a  simple  me- 
morial service?" 

"The  former,  please,  with  mucho  beer." 
"Maybe  I  oughta  screw  up  then,"  Rudy  laughed. 

But  his  face  was  all  seriousness  as  he  set  to  installing 

Carolyn's  gills.  One  end  of  each  tube  plugged  into 
the  suit  at  the  base  of  her  neck,  to  either  side  of  her 
spine.  A  twist,  and  they  locked  in  place.  The  other 
ends  screwed  into  gold-plated  receptacles  above  her 

carotid  arteries.  They'd  always  reminded  Carolyn  of 
those  knobs  on  the  Frankenstein  monster's  neck  in 
the  old  movies,  though  hers  were  less  obtrusive — 
and  rendered  even  more  discreet  by  being  included 
in  an  elaborate  tattoo  of  interlaced  gold  spirals  that 
circled  her  throat  like  a  permanent  choker  necklace. 

Hasegawa  hadn't  liked  that  either,  but  it  came  with 
the  package. 
When  Rudy  reached  that  step,  she  raised  her  chin 

to  afford  him  better  access,  felt  the  reassuring  pres- 
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sure  of  his  fingers  against  her  throat,  felt  as  much  as 
heard  the  gentle  click  as  the  needle-probe  pressed 
through  the  valve  and  into  her  bloodstream.  A  knob 
twisted,  and  one-sim  tubes  shot  out  to  either  side  of 
the  end,  inside  the  artery,  fail-safing  the  seal. 

It  certainly  beat  tanks,  at  least  for  shallower  dives 

such  as  she'd  be  executing.  The  suit  had  a  micro- 
porous  surface  that  took  in  water;  a  permeable  inner 
membrane  separated  the  oxygen,  which  was  then 
pumped  by  the  action  of  her  legs  and  arms  into  pads 
along  her  sides,  whence  it  was  mainlined  into  her 

carotid.  The  trick  lay  in  remembering  to  pump — and 
in  manipulating  your  breath  until  the  system  kicked 
in.  Fortunately,  sensors  implanted  in  her  carotids 
monitored  the  oxygen  level  in  the  blood,  and,  when 
it  reached  a  satisfactory  level,  broadcast  an  override 
to  more  sensors  in  her  lungs  and  medulla  oblongata, 
suppressing  the  breathing  reflex.  In  effect,  she  was 
exchanging  internal  lungs  for  external  ones.  Little 
could  go  wrong. 
Although  if  anything  were  to  happen,  it  would  be 

today,  she  conceded  sourly,  as  a  slap  on  the  back 
from  Rudy  signed  her  off. 

"Thanks,"  she  told  him,  her  voice  already  sound- 
ing odd,  as  the  suit  began  siphoning  oxygen  from  the 

air,  rendering  that  in  her  lungs  redundant.  A  beep 
in  her  ear  signaled  that  the  system  was  up  and  work- 

ing; a  second  would  be  the  all  clear.  She  held  her 
breath,  waiting.  The  pressure  in  her  lungs  built  to 
the  point  where  she  had  to  release  the  load  of  air. 
She  exhaled.  And  did  not  inhale  again. 

Giving  Rudy  a  mute  thumbs-up,  she  made  her  way 
down  the  companionway  to  the  deck.  One  of  the 
crew  looked  up,  mildly  surprised,  but  Rudy  stuck  his 

head  out.  "She's  gone  fish,  guys.  But  don't  worry,  she 
knows  what  she's  doing,  and  I'm  sending  a  remote 
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with  her  to  keep  an  eye  on  her.  It's  keyed  to  her 

beeper." 
"Never  dive  alone,"  the  crewman,  who  looked  old 

enough  to  be  Carolyn's  father,  shot  back  automati- 
cally. "I  don't  care  what  they  say  about  remotes." 

Carolyn  simply  shrugged  and  gave  Rudy  a  salute, 
then  tugged  on  her  goggles  and  fins. 

He  slapped  a  finger  against  his  body  phone.  "Ill 
give  the  Ninja  Queen  a  call,"  he  said.  "And  I'll  be 
talking  to  you,  too." 

Carolyn  nodded,  spared  a  glance  landward  to 
where  the  cliffs  loomed  dark  a  klik  away,  put  one 
foot  on  the  gunwale,  and  flipped  forward  into  the  sea. 

Water  closed  over  her,  embracing  her  in  a  cloud 
of  transparent  blue.  Her  ears  popped,  as  the  little  air 
remaining  in  her  lungs  equalized  the  pressure.  She 
exhaled  slowly  until  both  organs  felt  comfortable.  A 
vague  numbness  crept  over  her  lungs  as  she  pumped 
her  arms  vigorously,  focusing  on  that  motion  to  quell 
the  inevitable  reflexive  alarm.  And  then  she  was 

swimming — without  breath. 

"I  show  you  all  clear,"  Rudy's  voice  rasped  into 
her  ear.  "Beep  twice  if  you  can  hear  me." 

Carolyn  tapped  a  red  spot  on  her  left  wrist — one 
.  .  .  two. 

"I  read  you,"  Rudy  replied.  "You  should  see  re- 
mote number  three  to  your  right,  moving  toward 

you.  I'll  set  it  to  flank  at  four  meters." 
Another  pair  of  taps. 

"Okay,  gal;  you're  on  your  own — 'cept  that  I'm  def- 
initely watching." 

Carolyn  couldn't  resist  a  grin,  as  she  found  a  cur- 
rent and  let  it  waft  her  deeper — five  .  .  .  ten  me- 

ters— almost  too  easy,  so  that  she  didn't  have  to  use 
her  legs  enough  to  fill  the  pads.  She  scissored  them 
forcefully,  enjoying  the  speed  that  generated.  Before 
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she  knew  it,  she  had  shot  headlong  into  a  school  of 
killifish.  They  scattered  around  her:  flickering  darts 
of  life — alarmed  now,  thinking,  perhaps,  that  she 
was  a  predatory  dolphin.  A  larger  red-and-blue  par- 

rot fish  swished  by  heading  the  opposite  way.  She 
reached  out  to  it,  forgetting,  for  the  nonce,  her  con- 

cerns: the  mutilations,  Kevin — that  good-looking  In- 

dian she'd  nearly  squashed.  And  for  that  moment, 
she  was  simply  a  fish. 

The  red-and-blue  lad  eluded  her,  however,  and 
she  swam  onward,  dropping  another  three  meters, 
the  remote  an  arm-long  silver  shadow  four  meters  to 
the  right.  She  could  see  the  bottom  now,  another 
forty  meters  below,  but  a  section  of  it  thrust  upward 
to  her  left,  bearing  an  impressive  crown  of  staghorn 
coral  and  anemones.  She  wondered  how  the  coral 

had  survived  so  long,  given  the  buffeting  this  area 
took  in  hurricane  season — which  reminded  her  of 
that  again.  She  quickly  banished  the  thought.  That 
was  stress;  this  was  the  most  relaxing  thing  she  could 
imagine:  to  drift  along  with  the  currents,  or  contend 
against  them;  to  be  utterly  free  to  choose  her  direc- 

tion; and  to  use  her  entire  body  to  execute  that 
choice.  She  felt  complete  when  she  dived:  wholly  at 
one  with  herself,  and,  therefore,  with  the  universe. 

If  only  she  had  someone  to  share  it  with.  Not  just 

another  diver;  there  were  plenty  of  them  at  "Why?," 
Rudy  not  the  least.  But  someone  who  understood 

instinctively  that  water  was  life's  ancient  home  and 
could  simply  enjoy  it  for  its  own  sake. 

Unfortunately  none  were  available,  and  she'd  have 
to  justify  this  dive  soon  enough — and  her  reasons 
were  tenuous  at  best.  Swimming  relaxed  her;  there- 

fore, it  was  easier  to  think;  therefore,  she  could  more 

easily  contrive  a  solution  to  the  mysterious  mutila- 
tions. "To  understand  fish,"  her  mother  had  told  her, 
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"you  must  think  like  a  fish.  Our  people  anciently 
believed  in  the  Salmon  of  Wisdom;  and  to  be  wise, 
you  must  remember  that  the  whole  world  is  around 
you,  and  you  can  never  be  free  of  it;  therefore,  you 
must  enjoy  it,  and  to  do  that  you  must  remember 
that  everything  has  its  own  kind  of  beauty,  even  bad 
things,  if  you  look  at  them  correctly.  But  you  must 
also  remember  that  fish  exist  for  two  reasons:  to  eat 

other  fish,  and  to  be  eaten  by  other  fish.  The  bigger 
fish  you  are,  the  less  likely  you  are  to  be  eaten. 
Therefore,  you  should  become  the  biggest  fish  you 

can." 
That  had  been  a  bit  much  for  a  ten-year-old  to 

digest  the  night  before  her  first  scuba  lesson.  But 
Mom  had  been  right:  it  had  opened  a  whole  new 
world — and  even  Carolyn  had  been  surprised  at  how 

well  she'd  taken  to  it.  Oh,  she'd  always  been  a  good 
swimmer — had  been  at  it  since  before  she  could 

walk.  But  even  so,  she  couldn't  believe  how  natural 
diving  felt.  The  only  real  problem  was  with  the  cum- 

bersome apparatus,  which  diluted  the  purity  of  the 
experience.  The  invention  of  the  gills  (badly  named, 
they  were  more  like  whole-body  lungs)  had  changed 
much  of  that.  But  even  they  relied  on  a  layer  of  ma- 

terial between  skin  and  sea.  To  eliminate  that,  to 

have  nothing  between  one's  self  and  the  ocean,  and 
to  be  free  to  breathe  water  like  fish,  or  to  hold  one's 
breath  for  minutes  on  end  like  cetaceans — that 
would  be  ideal! 

But  only  if  she  had  someone  to  share  it  with. 
Someone  human,  she  amended — since  two  nonhu- 
man  friends  were  even  now  arrowing  her  way. 

She  recognized  them  instantly,  the  way  one  rec- 
ognizes a  face,  yet  cannot  describe  it:  Katana,  and 

Bokken,  a  pair  of  white-beaked  dolphins  Hasegawa 
had  rescued  from  a  bankrupt  sea  park  in  northwest 
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England.  Though  predominantly  a  northern  species, 

they'd  acclimated  well,  and  seemed  perfectly  at 
home  in  the  warmer  waters  of  the  Gulf.  Oh,  Katana 
had  been  forced  to  learn  which  species  of  sharks  to 
avoid,  and  had  a  notch  in  his  flukes  to  prove  it.  But 

otherwise  .  .  .  Well,  she  sometimes  wished  she'd  ac- 
climated as  easily. 

Nor  could  she  resist  a  grin  as  Katana  swung  in  be- 
side her.  Bokken  arched  across  her  back  and  flanked 

her  on  the  other  side.  She  reached  out  to  tickle  her, 
saw  her  roll  over  in  pleasure,  her  face  displaying  the 
perpetual  smile  Carolyn  found  so  endearing. 

Katana  poked  her  in  the  butt  with  his  beak,  a  little 
too  roughly.  She  slapped  him  away,  then  slid  her 

hand  down  his  side  to  show  he  shouldn't  take  it  per- 
sonally. He  nodded  vigorously  and  flicked  up  ahead, 

to  disappear  around  another  eruption  of  coral.  Car- 
olyn saw  him  and  steered  that  way,  swimming 

strongly  to  keep  up  with  Bokken,  who  had  likewise 

raced  ahead.  By  the  time  she'd  reached  the  outcrop, 
Katana  was  lurking  around  the  other  side:  seven  me- 

ters away,  and  spiraling  deeper — deeper  than  her 
gills  were  designed  to  function.  She  followed  until 
the  warning  buzz  sounded  in  her  ear. 
Lucky  lad,  she  thought  sourly.  To  experience 

such  freedom  all  day  every  day,  world  without  end, 
amen.  And  more  to  the  point,  to  be  intelligent 

enough  to  enjoy  it.  Yeah,  to  be  free,  intelligent — and 
completely  remote  from  tech:  that  was  the  way  to 
live. 

Katana  drifted  up  to  taunt  her  again,  where  she 
floated  suspended,  one  hand  on  a  branch  of  coral. 
This  time  it  was  Bokken  who  prodded  her  (more  gen- 

tly than  her  mate)  in  the  small  of  her  back,  indicat- 
ing that  it  was  time  she  got  some  attention.  Carolyn 

obliged,  and  thrust  off  in  pursuit  of  her.  Her  target 
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proved  elusive,  however,  and  seemed  bent  on  lead- 
ing her  in  a  slow  spiral  up  the  spike  of  coral.  There 

were  at  least  another  five  meters  to  go,  too,  before  it 

ended  and  she'd  have  more  advantage. 
But  maybe  if  she  nipped  in  closer,  she  could  spend 

more  energy  on  speed  and  less  on  distance.  A  flick 
of  a  flipper  sent  her  that  way.  The  remote  flashed 
along  to  the  right,  its  path  erratic,  perhaps  confused 
by  the  proximity  of  the  coral  and  two  bodies  near 

Carolyn's  size.  She  slowed,  to  give  it  time  to  sort 
things  out — but  her  shift  of  pace  put  Katana,  who'd 
been  following  a  bit  too  closely,  on  a  collision  course 
with  her.  He  twisted  away  reflexively — which  sent 
him  straight  into  the  remote.  It  rebounded  off  his 
tail,  doing  him  no  obvious  damage.  But  the  impact 

evidently  jammed  one  of  the  machine's  stabilizers, 
because  it  suddenly  shot  straight  toward  the  bottom 
of  the  coral  mass,  straight  to  where  the  tangle  of 
branches  was  densest.  It  caromed  off  one  out-thrust 

arm,  chipping  a  hand-sized  segment  free — which 
only  crippled  it  further.  The  last  Carolyn  saw  of  it, 
it  was  spiraling  toward  the  sea  floor,  shards  of  the 
glass  that  had  shielded  the  camera  sifting  down  with 
it. 

That's  one  less  remote  for  "Why?",  she  thought 
wearily.  One  perplexed  Rudy  Ramirez,  and  one 
pissed-off  Mary  Hasegawa. 

She  was  still  drifting  along,  gazing  at  the  blue- 
green  haze  that  veiled  the  bottom,  when  something 
nudged  her  back.  She  started,  spun  around  to  face 
it — and  found  herself  nose  to  nose  with  a  mouthful 
of  very  sharp  teeth.  Even  as  she  gaped  her  startle- 
ment  and  tried  to  push  away,  her  head  struck  some- 

thing— or  something  struck  her  head.  And  then 
those  teeth  were  flashing  even  closer  to  her  face. 
Something  tugged  at  her  neck — No!  At  the  tubes 
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that  connected  the  suit  to  her  carotids!  A  terrible 

tearing  pain  wrenched  at  her  throat;  then  another, 
on  the  other  side.  Abruptly,  she  could  not  breathe. 
Fingers  clawed  at  the  release  on  her  weight  belt.  Up! 
She  had  to  get  up\  Had  to  find  air! 

But  all  she  found  was  another  impact  on  the  head 
that  filled  the  world  with  blackness  and  shooting 
stars.  The  last  thing  she  saw  before  that  darkness 
enfolded  her,  was  blood  clouding  the  water  from  ei- 

ther side  of  her  face,  and  the  tubes  of  her  gills  drift- 
ing toward  the  ocean  floor. 



Chapter  X: 
The  Land  Where  He  Dwells  In 

(Leenane,  County  Galway — United  Eire) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — early  afternoon) 

Leenane  had  always  reminded  Kevin  of  Vikings — 
nor  was  it  hard  to  understand  why,  if  one  troubled 
to  actually  look  at  the  place.  Poised  as  it  was  at 
the  point  of  the  narrow  finger  of  ocean  that  was 
called  Killary  Harbour,  but  which  looked  so  much 
like  a  fjord  it  might  as  well  have  been  one,  the 
town — what  there  was  of  it — was  scarcely  touched 
by  time.  True,  the  splatter  of  stone- walled  shops 
lining  the  N59  west  into  northern  Gonnemara,  with 
a  few  more  flanking  the  route  up  into  the  Sheffry 
Hills  and  thence  to  Groagh  Patrick,  sported  the 
taint  of  modernity  in  the  form  of  satellite  dishes 
and  liquid  crystal  shop  signs.  But  spirit  those 
away — change  asphalt  tile  to  slate  or  thatch,  road 
signs  to  runestones,  tarmac  to  well-trodden  mud, 
and  Ford  Maverick  four-wheel-drives  to  sturdy  Nor- 

wegian ponies — and  you  might  well  have  slipped 

back  a  thousand  years.  Even  the  locals'  clothing — 
faddishly  baggy  jeans  and  belted  sweater-tunics — 
aided  the  illusion.  Red  hair  and  ruddy  complexions 
needed  no  updating. 

Kevin,  however,  had  just  that  moment  realized 
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that  he  had  made  yet  another  mistake.  When  Fir  had 

told  him  they  needed  to  go  to  Leenane,  he'd  assumed 
the  lad  meant  the  town.  Town  meant  restaurants, 
pubs,  whatever — or  friends.  More  to  the  point,  it 

meant  inside.  But  Fir  wouldn't  hear  of  it.  "Only  a 
little  farther,"  he  murmured.  "I  will  show  you  the 
turn  when  we  get  there,  so  go  slow;  it  is  easy  to  miss." 

Kevin  could  only  scowl  and  gnaw  his  lip.  At  least 

it  wasn't  raining — they'd  left  that  a  couple  of  valleys 
back — which  wasn't  a  minute  too  soon.  If  he  never 

saw  rain  again,  he'd  be  just  as  happy.  When  he  got 
back  home — if  he  got  back  home — he'd  give  the 
Beast  a  new  set  of  wiper  blades.  Maybe  even  douse 

'em  with  a  pint  of  Guinness  apiece,  just  to  placate the  fairies. 
n 
For  Fir  was  becoming  more  wired  by  the  moment; 

would  stare  at  Kevin  fiercely  one  instant,  then  glance 

out  the  rear  screen  apprehensively — and,  when  he 
twisted  back  around,  wear  an  expression  between 

resignation  and  anticipation.  He  was  fidgeting  con- 
stantly too,  and  could  not  seem  to  hold  one  position 

for  more  than  a  few  seconds. 

And  somewhere  around  the  time  they'd  entered 
the  valley  that  backed  Leenane,  he'd  shifted  the  har- 

poon gun's  point  toward  the  floor. 
At  least  there  was  no  lurking  Citroen.  Nor  was 

there,  very  soon,  any  other  sign  of  civilization.  The 
road  was  narrow,  rough,  and  crooked;  but  one  truly 
could  not  fault  the  scenery,  especially  not  the  line 
of  water  stretching  away  to  the  right,  with,  across  it, 
the  low  grassy  humps  of  the  Sheffrys.  All  it  needed 
was  a  dragonship  slipping  silently  up  the  harbor. 

Normally  that's  all  it  needed.  Today,  however,  the Northmen  had  best  don  slickers  and  run  in  terror  of 

their  lives,  for  though  the  whole  mass  of  Eire  lay 
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between  here  and  the  eye  of  Hurricane  Buckley, 
there  were  still  sufficient  forces  disturbing  air  and 

water  to  whip  the  harbor  into  a  grey- white  froth.  If 
it  looked  unstuck  in  time  at  best,  now  it  seemed  set 
to  unravel  in  space  as  well.  If  this  were  a  bad  science 
fiction  film,  Kevin  thought  sourly,  now  was  the  point 
when  the  doughty  hero  stumbled  through  the  time 
warp. 

A  movement  from  Fir  recalled  him  to  the  present. 
The  youth  was  hunched  forward  eagerly,  his  whole 

body  tense  and  strained.  "There!"  he  cried.  "Past 
that  wall:  turn  right." Kevin  held  his  breath  at  the  narrowness  of  the 
steep  rutted  lane  onto  which  Fir  had  urged  him.  The 

car  barely  fit  between  a  waist-high  jumble  of  piled 

stones  on  Fir's  side  and  a  tangle  of  hedge  on  Kevin's. 
A  sharp  curve  a  hundred  meters  on  doubled  the  road 

back,  screening  the  highway  completely  and  bring- 
ing them  halfway  to  the  shore.  The  lane  ended  a 

quarter  klik  beyond,  in  a  space  just  wide  enough  to 
turn  around  in.  To  the  south  and  west  scrubby  veg- 

etation covered  steep-sided  hillocks  twice  Kevin's 
height.  East  was  flatter  terrain  and  a  complexity  of 
ruined  walls  that  gave  onto  a  brief  stretch  of  sheer 
granite  cliffs. 

And  north:  a  jumble  of  stone  edged  the  pavement 

and  hid  the  water's  edge,  which  Kevin  guessed  lay another  ten  meters  lower  and  twice  that  farther  out. 
It  was  as  wild  and  desolate  a  place  as  he  had  ever 
seen,  to  be  less  than  two  kliks  from  a  town.  He  stared 
at  it  dubiously.  Without  asking  permission,  he 
turned  the  car  around  so  that  it  was  pointing  back 
up  the  lane,  stuffed  it  into  Park,  and  cut  the  engine. 

"I  can't  go  on,"  he  said  flatly,  only  then  realizing 
how  tired  he  was.  The  constant  need  to  keep  his 
reflexes  on  red  alert,  plus  the  strain  on  his  eyes 
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caused  by  hours  of  squinting,  had  definitely  got  the 

best  of  him.  "I  don't  care  what  you  do  to  me,"  he 
continued.  "But  I  have  just  flat  had  it." 

Fir  peered  at  him  perplexedly,  but  made  no  move 
to  leave  the  car. 

Kevin  paused  with  his  fingers  on  the  door  handle. 

"I  thought  you  had  a  message,"  he  reminded  his  pas- 
senger wearily. 

"I  do,"  came  the  lad's  prompt  reply.  "But  if  you 
are  to  believe  it,  I  have  to  show  you  one  more  thing." 

"Why  am  I  not  surprised?"  Kevin  muttered — and 
opened  the  door. 

Wind  hit  him — and  cold — more  of  both  than  he'd 
anticipated.  That  was  one  advantage  of  a  big  old 
American  sedan:  it  took  a  tornado  to  upset  one,  so 
that  you  rarely  knew  how  much  wind  was  blowing. 
And  even  fifty-year-old  ones  were  so  quiet  you  heard 
no  more  than  a  whisper. 

Swearing  softly,  he  flipped  the  Driza-Bone's  collar 
up  and  jog-stumbled  toward  the  nearest  clump  of 

gorse,  intent  on  relieving  himself.  But  before  he'd 
gone  five  paces,  Fir  was  beside  him,  gripping  him  by 
the  biceps  and  steering  him  seaward.  Kevin  exhaled 

loudly.  "Can  we  hurry,  then?  Please?" 
Fir's  reply,  if  any,  was  whipped  away  by  the  wind. 

And  for  a  moment  Kevin's  prime  concern  was  keep- 
ing his  feet,  as  the  strongest  gust  yet  slammed  into 

them,  bringing  with  it  a  sting  of  water  that  definitely 
tasted  of  salt. 

"This  way,"  Fir  yelled  into  his  ear.  "There  is  a  way 

down." Kevin  grimaced,  had  no  choice  but  to  let  Fir  drag 
him  toward  the  piled  stones  that  marked  the  summit 
of  the  seaward  cliffs.  There  he  discovered  that  what 
he  had  taken  for  a  fragment  of  wall  was  in  fact  the 
natural  terminus  of  a  narrow  defile  that  angled  down 
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between  larger  slabs  of  granite  to  the  shore.  The 
youth  stepped  back  to  allow  him  to  go  first.  Gritting 

his  teeth,  Kevin  did — though  he  was  reduced  to 
scooting  along  on  his  butt  on  two  occasions.  At  least 

the  wind  was  less  violent  here,  and  the  spray  some- 
what screened — what  with  raw,  fractured  stone 

quickly  rising  above  his  head.  He  thought  once  of 
turning  back,  but  Fir  was  behind  him,  blocking  the 
way,  so  that  he  had  no  option  but  to  blunder  on. 

The  last  four  meters  were  the  worst,  because  they 
were  the  steepest,  and  he  had  to  use  his  hands  to 

keep  from  slipping  along  faster  than  he  could  con- 
trol. What  this  place  would  be  like  when  awash  with 

rain,  he  didn't  want  to  ponder. 
But  he  was  pondering  that,  and  how  hard  it  would 

be  to  get  back  up,  and  how  high  the  tide  came,  when 
his  feet  touched  level  ground.  He  staggered,  heard 
rather  than  saw  Fir  join  him.  A  glance  to  his  left 

showed  a  twenty-meter  strand  strewn  with  rounded 
boulders,  with  the  wild  waves  frothing  and  fighting 
at  its  edge.  To  his  right  the  cliffs  rose  steep — too 
steep  to  climb  at  all  in  weather  such  as  this,  and 

difficult  at  best,  save  for  the  defile  they  had  just  de- 
scended. 

Fir  bit  his  lip  as  Kevin  caught  his  eye.  He  had  dis- 
carded the  long  coat  along  the  way,  but  still  held  the 

harpoon.  "Promise  not  to  try  to  escape,"  he  said,  al- 
most wistfully.  His  eyes  looked  childishly  hopeful. 

"I  .  .  .  promise,"  Kevin  sighed. 
"I  have  to  leave  you  for  a  moment." 
"Good,"  Kevin  grunted,  "  'cause  I  have  to  piss  for 

about  five  times  that  long." 
Fir  shrugged  absently  and  trotted  off  to  the  west. 

As  Kevin  turned  toward  the  cliff  and  unzipped  his 
fly,  he  saw  the  lad  duck  into  a  patch  of  darkness  that 
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might  have  been  the  mouth  of  a  cave.  And  then,  for 
a  while,  he  gave  himself  over  to  comfort. 
When  he  turned  back  around,  it  was  to  face  a  sud- 

den increase  of  rain,  as  a  new  squall  began  to  roll 
in — and  Fir  staring  at  him  uneasily.  He  had 
abandoned  the  harpoon  gun,  but  his  hands  were  far 
from  empty.  A  grey  something  gleamed  there:  sop- 

ping wet  and  irregularly  shaped — clothing,  perhaps. 
As  Kevin  stood  scowling,  Fir  shook  it  out.  It  unfolded 
to  his  feet,  and  Kevin  realized  that  it  was  not  fabric 

at  all.  In  fact,  the  roughly  cruciform  shape  and  leath- 
ery gleam  at  certain  extremities  could  only  mean  .  .  . 

"Do  you  know  what  this  is?"  Fir  inquired,  his 
voice  grim,  his  dark  eyes  deadly  serious. 

For  some  reason  a  lump  formed  in  Kevin's  throat. 
"A  .  .  .  sealskin?"  he  ventured  finally.  The  spray 
pricked  his  face.  Salt  made  his  eyes  burn. 

The  lad  nodded.  "And  do  you  know  what  can  be 
done  with  sealskins?" 

A  dozen  answers  danced  through  Kevin's  brain — 
including  one  quite  preposterous  one.  "I  .  .  .  think 
I'll  let  you  tell  me,"  he  managed  at  last. 

"You  will  have  to  join  me  at  the  water's  edge, 
then,"  Fir  said — whereupon  he  freed  one  hand  and 
gently  but  firmly  drew  Kevin  toward  the  wildness 

pounding  the  shore.  Water  lapped  Kevin's  boots 
when  Fir  released  him.  "Hold  this,  please,"  he  mur- 

mured, passing  the  skin  to  Kevin.  Kevin  took  it 
dumbly — and  flinched,  for  the  inside  was  sticky. 

"My  God,  it's  fresh"  he  exclaimed — and  almost 
dropped  it. 

"It  has  to  be,"  Fir  told  him,  and  while  Kevin  simply 
stood  staring,  quickly  stripped.  The  youth  shivered 
slightly,  as  the  spray  sheened  his  skin  and  slicked 
his  hair  close  to  his  skull,  neck,  and  shoulders.  But 
he  did  not  look  uncomfortable;  rather,  it  was  a  shiver 
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of  pleasure,  as  of  a  lover's  embrace.  He  looked  at 
home  there,  Kevin  realized.  A  beautiful  naked  boy- 
man  pink-white  and  wild-haired  beside  a  grey- white 
sea. 

"You  know,  don't  you?"  Fir  whispered  gravely,  as 
he  retrieved  the  skin.  Kevin  did  not  reply,  could  only 
stand  in  mute  amazement  as  his  erstwhile  kidnapper 

found  what  had  been  the  skin's  right  flipper  and 
slipped  his  corresponding  hand  inside. 

"Oh  .  .  .  Jesus!"  Kevin  gasped,  taking  a  step  back- 
ward— which  put  him  ankle-deep  in  water.  "Oh,  Je- 

susl" For  as  he  watched  Fir  slowly  ease  his  arm  into  the 
skin  like  someone  donning  a  jacket,  there  was  no 
mistaking  the  fact  that  the  sleek  grey  fur  of  the  seal- 

skin was  adhering  to  the  pale  human  flesh  within — 
and  that  as  it  did,  those  human  muscles  and  bones 
were  reshaping  themselves  to  suit. 

Kevin  gaped  foolishly,  too  stunned  to  speak. 

"You're  a  .  .  .  selkie"  he  gulped  finally,  and  sat  down on  the  nearest  boulder. 

Fir  nodded  again,  but  made  no  move  to  continue 

the  transformation.  "I  knew  I  would  have  to  reveal 

myself  for  you  to  believe  what  I  must  tell  you,"  he 
said.  "But  I  could  not  bring  my  skin  inland,  for  it 
cannot  abide  fresh  water.  Instead,  I  put  on  man's 
shape  here,  then  swam  the  loughs  and  rivers  until  I 
reached  the  Shannon  at  Glonmacnoise.  There, 
amidst  the  storm,  I  took  to  land.  I  stole  clothes.  And 
there  .  .  .  those  who  pursued  us  became  .  .  .  aware  of 

me." 
Kevin  took  a  deep  breath.  "But  who  are  they?"  he asked. 

"I  will  tell  you  anon,"  Fir  answered.  "First  I  must 
deliver  the  message  I  have  been  promising  for  so 

long." 
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But  the  selkie  had  no  more  than  opened  his  mouth 
when  a  sharp  report  barked  into  the  roaring  air,  fol- 

lowed by  a  much  closer  sound  like  a  grapefruit  ex- 
ploding. Fir  grunted  but  did  not  fall,  though  he 

staggered  backward,  even  as  he  gazed  down  at  the 
dime-sized  hole  that  centered  his  sternum,  from 

which  his  heart's  blood  was  already  flowing.  "This 
.  .  .  will  kill  me,"  he  choked,  desperate-eyed. 

Kevin  could  only  gape  numbly,  as  though  he  too 
were  wounded  unto  death. 

A  second  bark,  a  second  gasp,  coupled  this  time 
with  a  sound  like  glass  breaking,  and  Fir  spun  com- 

pletely around — and  fell,  to  sprawl  half-in,  half-out 
of  the  waves.  Kevin  glimpsed  his  face,  then  looked 
quickly  away,  for  the  boyishly  pretty  features  had 
been  destroyed — by  the  bullet  that  had  shattered 

the  left  side  of  Fir's  jaw,  and  by  the  grimace  of  pain that  contorted  what  remained.  Kevin  was  beside  him 

instantly,  kneeling  knee-deep  in  the  rising  waters, 
oblivious  to  the  way  the  currents  yanked  at  him.  A 
glance  over  his  shoulder — back  the  way  from  which 
the  shots  had  come — showed  nothing.  But  then  his 
gaze  returned  to  his  companion. 

In  spite  of  the  ghastly  wound  that  marred  his  face 
and  filled  his  mouth  with  blood,  splintered  bone,  and 
shattered  teeth — and  a  fair  bit  of  pulpy  flesh  as 

well — Fir  was  still  trying  to  speak.  "Your  sister,"  he 
gasped,  between  lips  neither  human  nor  pinniped — 
for  even  as  he  spoke,  he  sought  vainly  to  wrap  the 
skin  around  him.  "Your  sister — she  can  save  us.  But 
she  is  in  danger.  You  are  the  Word,  she  is  the  Way. 

I  don't  know  who  is  the  Singer.  She — " 
But  he  spoke  no  more,  for  a  third  bullet  had  found 

its  way  between  the  selkie's  eyes. 
Kevin  saw  the  look  of  shocked  surprise  that 

smoothed  the  lad's  features,  eerily  at  odds  with  his 
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vacant  stare.  As  he  gaped,  still  unmoving,  Fir's  body 
began  to  shift  and  stretch,  becoming  ever  more  seal- 

like by  the  second.  But  he  had  no  time  to  spare  for 
the  full  transformation,  for  some  sixth  sense  he  did 
not  know  he  possessed  warned  him,  so  that  he  flung 
himself  sideways  precisely  as  a  fourth  shot  pinged 
off  a  boulder  two  meters  beyond  him — a  shot  that, 
had  he  not  moved,  would  certainly  have  slain  him. 

Before  he  knew  it,  he  had  rolled  farther  into  the 
sea,  seeking  the  shelter  of  a  large  boulder  that  rose 
there.  The  water  was  waist-deep  around  it,  the  waves 
high,  the  current  strong,  but  Kevin  managed  to  fight 
his  way  to  its  opposite  side,  though  a  fifth  bullet  sent 
shrapnel  slicing  into  his  cheek  as  he  put  solid  rock 
between  himself  and  the  direction  of  the  shots.  From 

that  vantage  point,  he  could  make  out  a  mass  of 
crumpled  metal,  shredded  plastic,  and  shattered 
glass  that  could  well  be  the  prow  of  a  much-abused 
Citroen  barely  visible  atop  the  cliffs  to  the  east — 
probably  beside  the  main  highway. 

He  could  not  see  the  marksman,  though  a  move- 
ment among  the  low  bushes  there  looked  suspicious. 

Still  if  he  stayed  on  the  beach,  the  tide  would  force 
him  into  the  defile,  and  it  was  better  to  have  choices 
than  none.  Gritting  his  teeth,  Kevin  spared  one  final 

glance  at  the  sad  body  of  his  companion — and  finally 
he  admitted  it,  friend.  And  shuddered,  for  the  youth 
was  fully  transformed  now.  A  dappled  grey  seal 
floated  there,  its  body  already  twitching  in  the  grip 
of  the  tide  that  would  soon  claim  it  utterly. 

"Sorry,"  Kevin  sighed,  "I  guess  we  blew  it."  Where- 
upon he  took  a  deep  breath,  heaved  himself  back 

onto  the  rocky  shore — and  ran,  as  best  the  uneven 
terrain  allowed,  back  to  the  defile. 

He  made  it — perhaps  because  of  the  way  the 
stones  and  boulders  he  traversed  made  his  progress 
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hard  to  predict,  or  perhaps  because  of  the  way  the 
spray  was  starting  to  smash  into  the  rocks  behind 
him,  raising  fans  of  foam  as  high  as  his  head. 

Still,  two  more  bullets  pinged  near  him  as  he 
paused  panting  at  the  base  of  the  crevasse,  then  be- 

gan to  climb.  The  Driza-Bone  encumbered  him,  but 
he  had  no  time  to  shed  it,  no  time  for  anything  save 
a  desperate  scramble  on  all  fours  up  the  steepest 
stretch  at  the  bottom,  then  to  part  run,  part  claw, 
part  climb  the  rest  of  the  way  to  the  top. 

That  was  the  worst  part,  too,  for  he  remembered 
halfway  up  that  while  the  stone  walls  sheltered  him 
from  the  unknown  marksmen,  if  they  fired  from  ei- 

ther side,  he  was  utterly  vulnerable  from  the  rim, 
should  his  assailants  reach  there  first. 

That  made  his  frantic  scramblings  even  more  des- 
perate. His  hands  tore,  nails  ripped  on  sharp  rocks. 

Twice  he  slipped,  for  water  was  streaming  down  the 

defile  again,  token  of  a  squall  that  was  rapidly  shift- 
ing back  into  a  full-blown  gale. 

Somehow  he  gained  the  top — and  could  scarcely 
see  the  Beast  for  the  now-driving  rain.  Fortunately, 

he  hadn't  locked  his  door,  and  that  was  the  side  that 
faced  him — though  that  stumbling,  hunched-over 
sprint  across  twenty  meters  of  open  ground  was  the 
scariest  of  his  life,  not  the  least  because  he  was  ef- 

fectively blind. 
And  then  one  hand  smacked  wet  metal,  and  the 

other  rain-slick  glass,  and  he  was  flailing  for  the  han- 
dle. He  found  it,  flipped  it,  and  hurled  himself  inside. 

Pausing  only  to  wipe  the  worst  of  the  water  from  his 
eyes,  he  stuffed  the  key  into  the  ignition,  and,  the 
instant  the  engine  fired,  slammed  the  car  into  low 
gear  and  stomped  the  gas.  Stones  flew  and  water 
rooster-tailed,  as  massive  torque  thrust  the  Mercury 
toward  the  sharp  curve  that  gave  onto  this  sheltered 
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shelf.  As  necessity  forced  him  to  slow  there,  another 
crack  sounded,  loud  as  lightning.  His  ears  clogged 
with  the  concussion.  The  windscreen  went  stark 

white  with  spiderwebbing.  He  braked  for  a  hesitant 
second — long  enough  for  another  bullet  to  rip  into 
the  passenger  seat — and  was  for  once  glad  of  the  fact 

that  he'd  never  had  the  Merc  converted  to  right- 
hand  drive.  Whoever  was  taking  potshots  at  him  was 
surely  acting  on  instinct  and  aiming  where  the 
driver  ought  to  be,  not  where  he  was. 
Which  bought  Kevin  time  to  fish  the  derringer 

from  under  the  seat  and  use  the  handle  to  smash  a 

hole  in  the  windscreen  big  enough  to  see  through — 
and  let  sheets  of  what  was  now  a  downpour  slash 
across  the  dash,  nearly  blinding  him  again.  Another 
shot  skidded  off  metal  somewhere — possibly  the 
roof — as  he  yanked  the  wheel  hard  right  and  rum- 

bled up  the  last  bit  of  lane  before  the  highway.  He 
heard  metal  catch  against  branches  on  one  side,  tear 
against  stone  on  the  other,  as  he  lurched  and  slid 

toward  the  N59  and — perhaps — security.  Surely 
whoever  had  killed  Fir  wouldn't  confront  him  on 
public  roads.  And  if  he  could  just  get  back  to  Leen- 

ane,  maybe  he'd  be  safe  there,  or  could  at  least  con- tact the  authorities. 

Only  what  would  he  tell  them? 
That  a  man  who  was  not  a  man  had  forced  him  to 

drive  at  harpoon  point  for  hours  on  the  fringe  of  a 
hurricane,  only  to  see  that  man  turn  into  a  seal  and 
die  ten  seconds  too  soon?  But  there  was  no  body  to 
support  the  latter,  and  the  damage  to  his  car  could 
be  construed  as  evidence  of  leaving  the  scene  of  any 
number  of  accidents.  Or — 

But  he  had  no  more  time  for  contemplation,  for 
he  had  reached  the  top  of  the  lane.  The  flopping  ru- 

ins of  the  right-hand  part  of  the  windscreen  blocked 
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most  of  the  view,  so  he  held  his  breath  and  skidded 
the  car  hard  left  onto  the  highway. 

He  made  it — blessedly  there  had  been  no  other 
vehicles  on  the  road.  But  even  as  he  sighed  his  relief 
and  began  to  consider  where  he  might  find  shelter — 
for  with  the  windscreen  like  it  was  he  couldn't  drive 
far  in  a  rainstorm,  much  less  a  hurricane — a  move- 

ment down  the  highway  made  his  heart  skip  a  beat 
before  it  even  registered. 

It  was  the  Citroen — what  remained  of  it.  Pulling 
away  from  the  skimpy  shoulder,  and  accelerating  to- 

ward him — on  his  side!  Metal  skipped  off  the  belly- 
pan  as  something  hanging  down  broke  loose,  and  as 
Kevin  gaped  stupidly,  more  bits  ripped  free.  It  was 
their  last-ditch  effort,  he  somehow  knew — whoever 
they  were.  And  it  was  already  too  late  to  turn  around. 

So  his  choice  was  simple:  be  hit  or  not,  and  if  the 

latter,  be  hit  moving  or  standing  still.  Which  basi- 
cally meant  that  he  could  control  his  life — or  pos- 
sibly his  death — or  he  could  let  unknown  agencies 

choose  for  him. 

Steeling  himself,  he  took  a  firm  grip  on  the  steer- 
ing wheel,  and  floored  the  accelerator.  The  Merc 

surged  forward — into  a  sheet  of  rain  that  blinded 
him  once  more.  When  he  could  see  again,  the  Cit- 

roen was  practically  atop  him.  The  road  was  wide 
enough  for  it  to  swerve  into  the  other  lane,  but  he 
doubted  that  would  happen.  Already  he  was  assess- 

ing escape  routes — whether  there  was  anywhere  to 
go  besides  stone  walls,  hedges,  or — increasingly — 
trees. 

And  then  that  decision  was  spared  him,  because 
a  shriek  in  the  windscreen  pillar  startled  him  so 
much  that  he  flinched.  A  bullet  had  narrowly  missed 
his  head! 

Which  was  enough:  self-preservation  reflex  over- 
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rode  deliberate  killer  instinct.  Kevin  jerked  the 
wheel;  the  Mercury  lurched  across  the  highway  into 
the  clear  lane.  And  skidded. 

He  caught  a  flash  of  speeding,  twisted  black  metal, 
of  gleaming  alloy  engine  bits  plainly  visible  beneath 
a  crumpled  bonnet,  and  then  saw  only  rain.  A  vivid 

image  of  the  one  game  of  chicken  he'd  played  as  a 
teen  back  in  Georgia  darted  across  his  memory,  and 
then  a  more  imminent  persona  decided  it  was  time 
he  made  peace  with  a  God  he  now  had  more  reason 
to  believe  in.  His  last  thought  was  that  the  Git  would 
hit  somewhere  behind  him,  which  might  keep  the 
Beast  drivable. 

But  there  was  no  impact.  Kevin's  vision  cleared 
exactly  enough  for  him  to  glimpse — through  his  own 
rain-sheeted  side  windows  and  the  open  passenger 

window  of  the  oncoming  car — the  passenger's  hand 
seize  the  steering  wheel  and  shove  it  to  the  right. 

For  an  instant,  time  froze,  while  Kevin  stared 
amazed  at  the  Citroen  as  it  careened  into  the  stone 

wall  on  that  side,  broke  through — and  arched  grace- 
fully into  clear  air  and  out  of  sight. 

Kevin  was  out  of  the  Beast  almost  before  it 

stopped.  Oblivious  to  the  slashing  rain,  he  dashed 
across  the  flooded  tarmac  to  the  wall  and  followed  it 

scarcely  forty  meters  to  the  point  where  the  car  had 
smashed  through. 

Swallowing  hard,  he  peered  over — and  breathed 
simultaneous  sighs  of  relief  and  dismay.  The  cliffs 
swept  close  to  the  shore  there,  and  the  Citroen  had 
nosed  down  into  the  harbor.  He  barely  glimpsed  its 
taillights  before  the  wild  waves  swallowed  them. 

Which  meant  he  had  no  evidence.  No  way — unless 
he  was  very  lucky — to  explain  how  he  was  standing 
dripping  wet  and  spottily  bloody  beside  a  smashed 
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stretch  of  freestone  wall,  with  a  badly  battered  76 
Mercury  Marquis  behind  him. 

But  in  spite  of  all  that,  Fir's  words  rang  in  his 
brain,  graven  on  his  memory  as  sharply  as  the  image 

of  him  lying  dead  beside  the  sea:  "You  are  the  Word, 
she  is  the  Way,  I  don't  know  who  is  the  Singer. " 

He  was  still  staring  dumbly  when  the  first  beam  of 
sunlight  he  had  felt  in  five  days  struck  him. 



Chapter  XI: 
Fisherman's  Luck 
(West  ofAztlan — Mexico) 

(Thursday,  September  1—late  afternoon) 

'Bird  wasn't  sure  if  he  was  being  purified  or  not, 
but  something  was  certainly  changing. 

Part  of  it  was  chemical,  of  course,  given  the  mondo 

amounts  of  coffee  he'd  begun  mainlining  since  re- 
signing himself  to  an  afternoon's  incarceration  in 

Hosteen  John  Lox's  sweat  lodge.  But  there  was 
clearly  more  in  the  belligerently  foul  (and  unsweet- 

ened) brew  than  the  obvious  component:  some  herb, 

seed,  or  potion  that,  while  not  conventionally  hal- 
lucinogenic, nevertheless  had  mind-mucking  quali- 

ties. Never  mind  the  assorted  leaves,  twigs,  and 

probable  roots  Stormy  tossed  atop  the  red-hot  rocks 
every  time  he  forked  more  in,  that  filled  the  cramped 

dim  space  with  many  a  pungent  fume.  A  few  'Bird 
could  identify:  sage  and  Nicotiana  rustica,  among 
others.  But  the  rest —  Who  knew  what  mojo  the  Na- 

vajo hataaliis  had  contrived  to  placate  the  spirits  in 
their  vast  lonely  neonation? 

All  he  knew  was  that  he  felt  somewhere  between 

drunk,  stoned,  and  mellowly  giddy. 
And  that  reality  was  rapidly  reining  down  to  a 

round,  sand-floored  enclosure  built  like  a  miniature 
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hogan,  complete  with  east-facing  door  and  smoke 
hole  centering  the  roof — the  latter  now  blocked  by 

a  tattered  blanket.  'Bird  barely  had  room  to  sit  up- 
right on  the  woven  mat  Lox  had  lent  him.  And  only 

the  red  glow  of  the  superheated  rocks  provided  any 
focus  beyond  rough  walls.  He  felt  like  a  bowl  being 
fired  in  Hell,  but  the  humidity  (his  own  evaporated 
sweat  clouding  the  air)  and  the  ruddy  hue  likewise 
evoked  the  womb — which  was  surely  part  of  the 
plan.  And  curiously,  he  always  had  recalled  his  pre- 

natal days  in  a  drifty  sort  of  way,  though  he  had  told 
no  one  but  his  father. 

Just  as  he  had  told  no  one  at  all  about  the  dream 

that  had  convinced  him  to  prance  into  the  tribal  of- 
fice one  fine  April  day  two  years  back  to  request  an 

application  for  a  staff  position  in  the  new  embassy 
a-building  down  in  Aztlan.  In  that  dream,  he  had 
found  himself  flying  above  a  vast  coastal  city  cast  in 
the  image  of  Teotihuacan,  the  ancient  Mexican  me- 

tropolis— save  that  these  causeways  and  ceremonial 
avenues  glittered  with  jewel-toned  vehicles,  and  the 
plazas  thronged  with  folk  from  every  nation;  while 
the  pyramids  and  palaces  were  wrought  of  mirror- 
glass  tinted  bronze,  silver,  or  gold,  with  classical 
friezes  faithfully  transposed  into  a  thousand  cast  al- 

loys and  glasses  and  ceramics.  It  was  a  vision  of  the 

paradise  the  city's  name  recalled:  a  glorious  vindi- cation of  a  classical  architecture  that  rivaled  Greek 

and  Roman,  but  was  homegrown — and  therefore 
ideal  for  a  New  World  capital. 

He'd  had  that  dream  when  he  was  eleven. 

Groundbreaking  at  Aztlan  hadn't  come  until  two 
years  later.  But  the  first  time  he  saw  holos  of  the 
incipient  city,  he  knew  he  had  to  go. 

That  the  dream  might  have  been  born  of  what 
Hosteen  Lox  had  flirted  with  calling  magic  had  not 
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occurred  to  him  until  later.  To  'Bird,  magic  meant 
formulae,  rituals,  and  antique  mumbo  jumbo  too  ir- 

rational for  one  immersed  in  science  since  birth  to 

understand.  Did  he  believe  in  magic,  Lox  had  effec- 

tively asked?  Oh  yes,  he  believed,  though  he  didn't 
want  to,  and  had  never  let  even  Stormy  see  the  depth 
of  that  chink  in  his  armor. 

But  even  as  'Bird's  coldly  rational  side  sought  to 
analyze  his  environment,  survey  his  senses,  and 
monitor  his  reactions  like  a  laboratory  rat,  that  part 
of  his  psyche  that  awoke  when  his  body  demanded 
sleep — that  let  the  spirits  bound  in  rustic  tobacco, 
juniper,  sage,  and  pinon  come  creeping  out  when 
Ancient  Red  and  Ancient  White  freed  them  with 

their  scarlet  tongues,  to  confide  unto  certain  recep- 
tors in  his  brain  secrets  they  might  otherwise  have 

chosen  not  to  know — was  commencing  to  assert  it- 
self. 

'Bird  could  literally/eeZ  it  now:  his  subconscious — 
or  perhaps  it  was  his  aura  or  his  doppelganger  or  his 
astral  self — stalking  through  the  corridors  of  his 
mind,  shutting  this  oft-used  door,  or  opening  that 
seldom-sought  one.  And  before  he  knew  it,  he  had 
lost  track  of  the  heat  that  set  brushfires  on  his  body, 
and  the  sweat  that  flowed  in  rivers  from  the  forested 

heights  of  his  hair  down  the  long  slopes  of  his  bare 
limbs  and  the  plains  of  his  torso.  His  breathing  deep- 

ened. His  heartbeat  slowed.  And  his  eyes  rolled  back 
in  his  head. 

He  could  still  see,  however,  the  telescoping 

squares  and  spirals  that  always  lurked  behind  one's 
eyelids.  Only  these  quickly  resolved  into  the  pris- 

matic shapes  that  dominated  the  assembly  halls  and 
ministries  of  Aztlan.  And  then  glass  gave  way  to 
stone,  aluminum  dulled  to  mud  brick,  and  Hopi  solar 

panels  became  palm-thatched  roofs.  But  before  'Bird 
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could  ponder  that  new  vista,  the  world  changed  once 
more,  and  the  vast  pyramids  slumped  into  low 
earthen  hills  drowned  with  vegetation;  while  the 
wide  avenues  dwindled  to  tangled  trails  threading 
through  trees  as  tall  as  the  sky. 

Only  El  Capote  Mundial — The  World  Pool:  the 
enormous  marble-lined  basin  whose  pure  blue  wa- 

ters marked  Aztlan's  heart — did  not  alter.  Pyramids 
faced  it  at  the  quarters:  bronze  and  silver,  copper 
and  gold,  reflecting  in  its  glassy  surface.  But  the  pool 
occupied  the  center,  silent  symbolic  reminder  that 

the  last  great  pre-Columbian  civilization  had 
sprawled  across  a  lake  in  the  valley  of  Mexico,  and, 
more  subtly,  as  a  tribute  to  the  water  from  which  all 
life  had  sprung. 

And  here  it  was  again,  though  no  longer  sur- 
rounded by  hard-edged  monuments,  but  by  soft 

steamy  jungle  born  of  the  earth  that  supported  its 
waters  beneath  the  sky. 

And  on  one  bank  of  what  had  become  a  small 

square  lake  bracketed  by  white-sanded  beaches,  a 

naked  man  knelt  with  his  back  to  'Bird.  Perhaps  he 
was  an  Indian:  Aztec  or  Maya,  Olmec,  Mixtec,  or  Tol- 
tec — who  knew?  Perhaps  he  was  even  one  of  those 
brave  aboriginal  hunters  who  had  chanced  across 
the  Siberian  landbridge  during  the  last  ice  age. 

What  mattered  was  that  he  was  fishing. 

'Bird  had  no  idea  how  long  he  watched  that  man 
ply  his  cane  pole,  twisted  fiber  line,  and  bone  hook, 
but  eventually  he  jerked  erect,  yanked  hard,  and 
flipped  something  vast  and  silver  far  up  shore:  an 
enormous  fish  of  an  unfamiliar  species,  man-sized, 
and  conventionally  configured.  It  did  not  flop  about 
as  fish  do  when  landed,  however;  rather,  it  lay  still 
and  complacent  as  the  man  calmly  freed  his  hook, 
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retrieved  an  obsidian  knife  from  his  belt  of  braided 

palm,  and  began  the  evisceration. 
But  as  the  glistening  point  touched  the  juncture 

of  spine  and  gills,  the  fish  smacked  its  tail  into  the 

man's  face.  He  tumbled  backward,  dropping  the 
blade.  And  then,  to  'Bird's  horrified  amazement,  the 
fish  caught  the  knife  in  one  of  its  pectoral  fins,  slit 
the  man  open  from  chin  to  crotch,  and  commenced 
to  skin  him  alive. 

Blood  went  everywhere,  staining  both  sand  and 
crystal  water.  Terrified,  and  desperate  to  escape,  yet 

utterly  enthralled,  'Bird  followed  the  sanguine 
streams.  Behind  him,  he  could  hear  the  man's  heart 
beating  ever  more  slowly. 

But  louder,  too — like  a  drum.  A  slow,  plaintive 
drum  .  .  . 

In  spite  of  what  he  had  witnessed,  'Bird's  soul  re- 
vived at  that,  and  he  found  himself  dancing  down 

the  beach,  following  those  too-red  runnels  to  what 
was  no  longer  a  jungle  lake,  or  a  pool  in  the  pulse  of 
a  city,  but  the  wide  empty  beach  beside  a  vast  blue 
ocean. 

He  stared  at  it,  perplexed  and  amazed,  but  the 

drumming  continued — up  through  his  feet,  into  his 
ears,  and  thence  through  his  blood  to  his  heart  and 
his  soul. 

Nor  was  he  all  that  drumming  affected.  Every 
grain  of  sand  was  likewise  dancing:  rising  and  falling 
in  synchrony,  or  weaving  in  and  out  in  complex  pat- 
terns. 

Out  into  the  ocean,  too,  that  pounding  carried,  so 
that  even  the  waves  broke  and  crashed  to  its  thun- 

dering cadence. 
And  out  there  something  moved,  coalescing  from 

the  spray  just  at  the  breaker  line. 
It  was  a  woman:  not  beautiful,  but  very  pretty 
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nonetheless.  Short  and  slender,  and  perfectly  pro- 
portioned, with  a  pert  nose,  sun-bleached  brownish 

hair,  and  eyes  dark  as  leaves  in  forest  water.  She  was 

also  gloriously,  unaffectedly  nude.  Abruptly  'Bird 
recognized  her.  It  was  the  woman  he'd  met  that 
morning:  the  one  with  the  accent,  the  attitude,  and 

the  orange  MX-Z. 

But  before  'Bird  could  ponder  what  she  was  doing 
here,  in  what  was  certainly  a  medicine  dream,  the 
woman  began  to  sing.  He  recognized  neither  words 
nor  melody,  not  even  the  language — but  it  followed 
the  beat  of  the  drumming  that  had  excited  the  sand 

and  ordered  the  waves  around  her.  And  as  'Bird 
watched,  more  forms  erupted  from  the  sea  and  be- 

gan to  frolic  and  dive:  the  sleek  gray  shapes  of  dol- 
phins. 

For  a  while  they  simply  sported  at  random,  while 

the  woman  kept  on  singing — balanced,  as  she 
seemed,  atop  a  perpetual  breaker,  like  something 

from  a  Botticelli  painting.  But  then  the  dolphins' 
dance  became  more  orderly,  became  a  circle  of  nod- 

ding, laughing  shapes  around  her.  Eventually  they 
too  began  to  sing,  mimicking  her  song  with  the  clicks 
and  squeaks  and  barks  that  some  thought  might  be 
language.  And  then,  commencing  directly  behind 
her  and  continuing  to  either  side,  the  dolphins  leapt 
into  the  air,  twisted  once  aloft,  then  dived  into  the 

sea — and  disappeared.  When  the  last  pair  had  exe- 
cuted their  odd  obeisance,  they  alone  flicked  their 

flukes  against  the  surface.  The  resulting  spray 

slapped  'Bird  in  the  face — 
— and  he  awoke:  wet,  shaking,  and  very  very  hot 

in  John  Lox's  sweat  lodge  forty  kliks  inland  from  the 
Gulf  of  Mexico.  His  stomach  was  tying  itself  in  knots, 

his  breathing  slow  and  labored,  his  heartbeat  re- 
duced to  a  drawn-out  thudding. 
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But  the  drumming  still  persisted.  The  beat  in  the 
dream,  which  was  also  the  beat  in  his  heart,  segueing 
as  it  grew  faster,  into  the  beat  of  a  far  more  physical 
drum  outside. 

Without  wondering  if  the  sweat  were  done,  if  he 

had  been  ritually  purified,  'Bird  hunched  toward  the 
blanket  that  comprised  the  door,  thrust  it  aside,  and 
staggered  out. 

The  first  thing  he  saw  was  sky  and  cliffs  awash 
with  the  bloody  fire  of  sunset. 

The  next  was  Stormy  with  eyes  so  wide  they 
looked  fit  to  pop  from  his  skull  within  a  face  that  was 
an  awful  rictus  of  shock.  And  then  Hosteen  John  Lox 

blinked  up  from  where  he  sat  behind  a  knee-high 
wooden  drum,  looking  completely  at  ease. 

'Bird  stumped  across  the  few  yards  between  them 
and  claimed  the  towel  his  buddy  clutched  in  nerve- 

less fingers.  "Do  I  look  that  bad?"  he  gasped,  as  he dried  himself. 

"You  look — I  dunno  how  you  look.  You  look  like 
you  ve — 

"I  do  not  know  what  you  have  seen,"  Hosteen  John 
Lox  broke  in.  "But  I  do  know  the  face  of  one  who 
has  gazed  on  .  .  .  magic." 



Chapter  XII: 
Resurrection  Day 
(PEORCI  Infirmary— Aztlan, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Thursday,  September  1 — early  afternoon) 

"Doctor!  Doctor!" 
.  .  .  doctor? 

.  .  .  that  meant  something  .  .  .  didn't  it?  It  was  a 
set  of  vibrations  in  the  air  that  tickled  her  ear,  then 
prodded  her  brain.  That  conjured  an  image  .  .  . 

.  .  .  air,  not  water  .  .  . 
She  was  breathing ! 
Her  lungs  hurt .  .  .  her  neck  hurt .  .  .  her  mouth 

and  throat  burned,  and  something  was  crammed 
down  her  esophagus  making  her  lungs  hurt .  .  . 

"Doctor!" 

(Another  voice).  "Good  God!" 
"I  thought  she  was — " 
"Well  she's  not!  Not  anymore!" 
"Brain  damage?  You  check  for  brain  damage? 

There  has  to  be  brain  damage." 
"Not  by  the  EEG." 
"But  oxygen  deprivation  .  .  .  ?" 
"Evidently  everything  shut  down.  It's  happened 

before,  though  not  often  in  warm  water  ..." 
"Doctor!" 

132 
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Another  noise  intruded.  A  steady  blip-blip-blip.  It 
sounded  familiar.  So  familiar  it  was  almost  as  though 
it  was  part  of  her. 

But  of  course  it  was,  silly;  it  was  her  heart!  Her 
heart  went  blip-blip-blip  right  along!  Clever  heart: 
blip-blip-blip,  just  like  that. 

Red  swam  into  her  eyes:  red  against  blue,  fading 
to  black  .  .  . 

No — that  was  only  memory.  She'd  spent  a  long 
time  without  memories,  a  long  time  hiding,  a  long 
time  being  gone.  She  was  back  now  .  .  . 
And  with  that  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith  opened 

her  eyes. 
She  saw  white. 

At  first  she  thought  it  was  the  sky,  overcast  with 
rain;  but  there  were  angles  in  it — and  corners,  like 
a  room.  Like  her  room  at  home.  Only  there  should 
be  a  glass  wall  opposite;  and  something  yucky  was 
jammed  down  her  throat;  and  .  .  .  and  who  were  all 
those  people  lurking  on  the  fringe  of  vision?  Except 
that  one  was  closer,  was  shining  a  light  in  her  eye, 
while  another  lifted  her  hand,  feeling  at  her  wrist. 

She  flinched  away  from  both,  tried  to  sit  up. 
The  world  swam  away.  When  it  reassembled,  she 

noticed  that  all  those  people  wore  either  white  or 
aqua  coats. 

"Doctor!  Get  here  now!"  one  yelled,  touching  a 
spot  just  to  the  left  of  her  larynx. 

A  ...  a  door,  that's  what  it  was,  swung  open,  ad- 
mitting a  .  .  .  man,  she  supposed.  A  woman  followed, 

another,  younger,  man  at  her  heels.  They  looked 
funny:  their  faces  so  screwed  up,  and  the  bearded 
man  in  front  with  his  mouth  rounding  into  an  O. 

"Oh  my  God!"  he  gasped,  as  his  eyes  met  hers. 
"God,  helll"  the  younger  man  crowed  happily, 

thumping  the  woman  on  the  back.  "Hassie,  she's 
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alive!"  The  woman  was  crying.  So  was  the  young man. 

"Doctor,  we  thought—" 
Doctor .  .  .  ?  Abruptly  something  clicked.  Doctor. 

Sickness.  Pain.  Not  feeling  good.  Blacking  out. 

Yeah,  that  was  it:  she'd  blacked  out,  and  when  you 
blacked  out,  they  put  you  in  the  .  .  .  hospitall 

People  were  crowding  in  behind  the  doctor  now. 

She  didn't  know  any  of  them — except  that  black- 
haired,  round-faced  woman  and  the  grinning  young 
man  beside  her.  MaryHasegawa  .  .  .  Rudy  Ramirez. 
She  wanted  to  call  out  to  them,  but  something 
clogged  her  throat.  She  coughed.  Spasmed.  Reached 
up  to  tear  out  whatever  it  was,  but  felt  hands  re- 

straining her. 

"Okay  to  remove  life-support?"  someone  asked. 
"Looks  like  she's  back." 

A  pause,  while  the  doctor  studied  a  bank  of  ma- 

chines. "I  don't  believe  it,  but  yeah,  take  her  back 
to  minimum.  Keep  the  monitors  on,  though,  just  in 

case." "What  monitors?"  she  tried  to  ask.  And  again  felt 
her  throat  clogged,  her  tongue  restricted. 

And  then  cool  hands  grasped  the  sides  of  her  head, 
and  the  doctor  (she  ought  to  know  him)  cupped  her 
chin  with  one  hand  and  slowly  withdrew  a  length  of 
yellowish  tubing  from  her  mouth. 

Something  sharp  poked  her  arm.  She  glanced  that 
way,  but  already  warmth  was  flooding  through  her. 
When  it  reached  her  brain  it  was  like  wildfire.  Con- 

nections reawoke,  memories  lined  up  and  clamored 
for  recognition.  And  those  people  kept  staring. 

"Why  are  you  looking  at  me  that  way?"  she  asked 
innocently. 

"Because,"  Mary  Hasegawa  whispered,  "you  used 
to  be  dead!" 
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"D-dead?" 
The  doctor  glared  at  the  Oriental  woman.  What 

was  his  name?  Nesheim?  "I'd  as  soon  you  hadn't  told 
her  that  just  yet,"  he  growled.  "You  could  send  her 
into  shock." 

Hasegawa  ignored  him.  "Gary?" 
"M-mary?" 
"How  do  you  feel?" 
Carolyn  reached  for  more  words,  found  them,  as 

the  flame  of  alertness  raged  through  her  mind.  "My 
lungs  hurt,  so  does  my  neck;  my  throat  and  nose 

burn.  I  feel  .  .  .  like  my  brain's  on  fire,  but  it's  a  nice 
feeling,  like  everything  was  waking  up,  like" — she 
paused,  scowling — "like  being  hyperalert.  I  feel  like 
I  could  reach  back  to  every  single  memory  I've  got 
and  find  it." 

"That'll  pass,"  the  doctor  informed  her.  "It's  the 
drug  I  gave  you  to  stimulate  nerve  responses." 

"Dead,"  Carolyn  murmured  suddenly,  her  scowl 
deepening.  "What  was  that  about  me  being  dead?" 

"What's  the  last  thing  you  remember?"  From  Has- 
egawa. 

"I  ...  I  was  diving.  I  was  playing  tag  with  Kat  and 
Bo — you  should  have  that  on  disc." 

"We  do — to  a  point." 
"Oh,  right:  Kat  hit  the  remote.  And  then  .  .  .  some- 

thing ripped  out  my  gill  tubes,  and  then  hit  me, 

and—" 
"— Something?" 
"It's  not  on  disc?" 
Hasegawa  shook  her  head,  her  round  face  quickly 

resuming  its  accustomed  seriousness.  "All  the  disc 
shows  before  the  remote  crashed  is  Kat  and  Bo." 

"You  think  they  did  it?" 
"Unless  you  did." 
Carolyn  gaped  incredulously.  "You  actually  think 
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a  pair  of  tame  dolphins  tore  out  my  gill  tubes,  then 

bopped  me  on  the  head?" 
"Something  did!" 
Rudy  edged  around  to  grasp  her  hand.  He  grinned. 

She  smiled  back.  "We  can't  tell  what  happened, 
Gary — the  tubes  were  popped  out  of  your  suit,  and 
.  .  .  ripped  out  of  you.  Fortunately  the  valves  in  your 

neck  weren't  damaged  much,  beyond  a  trickle;  oth- 
erwise you'd  have  bled  to  death." 

"But  I  thought  you  said  I  was  dead,"  Carolyn  in- 
sisted. "What,  exactly,  did  you  mean  by  that?" 

Hasegawa  looked  thoughtful,  ignoring  her. 

"Hmmm,"  she  mused.  "Maybe  the  02  sensors  kicked 
in  and  shut  down  brain  functions,  along  with  the 

breathing  reflex." 
"If  they  did,  it  was  an  accident,"  Nesheim  mut- 

tered. "A  one-in-a-million." 
Carolyn  set  her  jaw  and  eased  farther  up  in  bed. 

One  by  one  the  onlookers  withdrew.  "I'm  going  to 
ask  this  one  more  time,"  she  gritted.  "What's  this 
about  me  being  dead?" 

Hasegawa  and  Rudy  exchanged  troubled  glances. 

Nesheim  shrugged.  "Looks  to  me  like  she's  up  to 
handling  it." 

Hasegawa  started  to  speak,  then  paused,  gnawing 

her  lip.  She  looked  at  Rudy,  eyes  misting  again.  "I 
think  she'd  take  it  better  from  you,  kid." 

Rudy  grimaced  uncertainly  but  did  not  let  go  of 

Carolyn's  hand.  "Well,  uh,  it's  like  this,"  he  began. 
"As  soon  as  you  went  overboard,  I  zipped  back  to 
the  screens  and  got  you  on  remote — you  remember 
that.  I  also  called  the  Nin — Dr.  Hasegawa — while  I 
monitored.  No  big  deal  at  first:  typical  fish  stuff.  You 
swam,  I  watched.  Looked  like  you  were  enjoying 

yourself  so  I  didn't  bug  you  on  com.  Kat  and  Bo 
showed  up.  More  swimming,  then  you  reached  the 
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reef.  The  remote  freaked  a  little  there,  and  I  started 
to  call  you  to  tell  you  to  back  off  until  it  straightened 
out.  But  before  I  did,  Kat  hit  it.  After  that .  .  .  noth- 

ing. Your  beeper  was  hooked  into  your  gill  circuit, 
and  when  that  went,  we  lost  touch.  We  had  to  use 

sonar  and  visuals.  It  took  a  while." 
"And  I  was  .  .  .  dead?" 

"You  were  floating  face  down  with  your  eyes  and 
mouth  open,  your  gill-tubes  ripped  out,  and  blood 

trickling  from  your  carotids.  You  weren't  breathing 
and  you  had  no  pulse.  We  pumped  about  a  gallon  of 
water  out  of  you,  and  squirted  nearly  that  much 

adrenaline  into  your  ticker — plus  standard  CPR  and 
all  that,  of  course — but  except  for  a  couple  of  false 
starts,  it  did  no  good.  Fortunately,  it  was  only  fifteen 
minutes  by  copter  to  here.  We  had  one  on  search 

already." 
"How  long  was  I  out?" 
"Seventeen  minutes  from  the  time  we  lost  contact 

to  the  time  we  got  you  in  the  boat.  Another  five  to 

get  the  copter.  Another  fifteen  to  get  you  here." 
"Over  half  an  hour,  Carolyn,"  Hasegawa  broke  in. 

"Half  an  hour  with  no  signs  of  life  and  minimal  life- 
support.  Once  we  got  you  here,  we  put  you  on  the 
machine  just  in  case  those  random  beats  meant 

something.  But  we  didn't  think  ...  we  didn't  dare 
hope  .  .  .  You  were  totally  flatlined." 

A  helpless  grimace  from  Doctor  Nesheim.  "And 
then  your  heart  began  to  beat  spontaneously,  and 
right  after  that,  your  lungs  kicked  in.  All  at  once  you 
had  brain  activity — normal  brain  activity,  when 
damage  typically  occurs  after  seven  minutes.  I 

frankly  don't  understand  it — I  mean,  you  were  blue, 

girl." Carolyn  blinked  at  him,  feeling  suddenly  very 

thirsty.  Her  fingers  itched  too — and  her  toes.  "Well, 
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I  seem  to  be  fine  now,  though  obviously  something 
very  strange  has  just  happened  to  me.  Something 

.  .  .  anomalous." 
"Spontaneous  Resuscitation  Anomaly,  Number  I," 

Rudy  chuckled. 

"Good  thing,  too,"  Hasegawa  sighed  ruefully.  "I 
was  having  a  devil  of  a  time  locating  next  of  kin.  Your 

mother's  off  somewhere  in  the  third  world  where 

they  don't  have  regular  phones,  much  less  body 
jobs.  Your  father  has  an  unlisted  number.  And  your 

brother — " 
Carolyn  sat  straight  up  in  bed.  "What  about  Kev?" 
Hasegawa  gnawed  her  lip.  "The  bottom  line  is  we 

can't  get  through.  The  hurricane  has  evidently 
bounced  off  England  and  back  into  Eire  again.  Most 

of  their  dishes  are  down,  and  we  can't  even  contact 
the  embassy,  much  less  wherever  the  hell  it  is  your 

brother  lives." 
A  troubled  frown  wrinkled  Carolyn's  brow,  which 

she  hoped  nobody  saw.  "Well,  I'm  okay  now,  so  no 
need  to  keep  trying." 

Hasegawa  eyed  her  seriously.  "You  really  don't 
want  him  to  know?" 

"He'd  only  worry,  and  I  don't  want  that.  He'd  be 
happier  not  knowing." 

"I  wish  you  two  would  decide  whether  you  like 
each  other  or  hate  each  other,"  Rudy  grumbled. 

"So  do  I,"  Carolyn  replied.  "So  what  now?" 
"What  do  you  mean?" 
"Well,  now  that  I'm  obviously  recovered,  we've  got 

an  investigation  to  continue,  remember?  Like  eigh- 

teen dolphins  mutilated  fifteen  kliks  from  here." 
Nesheim  looked  stricken.  "You're  not  going  any- 

where for  a  while,  Carolyn.  Not  until — " 
"Bullshit,"  Carolyn  shot  back.  "I  feel  fine.  Now, 

how  soon  can  I  dive  again?" 
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Nesheim's  raised  eyebrows  challenged  Hasega- 
wa's.  "Well,  given  that  we  were  a  little  more  con- 

cerned with  trying  to  revive  you  than  with  checking 

the  status  of  trinkets,"  he  began,  "I  don't  know.  We'll 
have  to  inspect  you  for  damage,  then  remove  the  old 
plugs — two  days  there  already.  Then  wait  while  we 
get  a  new  set  made,  since  they  have  to  be  custom- 
fitted.  At  least  four  days  for  that.  And  then  another 

to  reimplant,  and  five  more  to  heal ..." 
"Weeks,"  Carolyn  moaned  wretchedly,  flopping 

back  against  the  pillows.  "You're  talking  about 
weeks!" 
"We — uh — well,  we're  also  gonna  want  to  run 

some  tests,"  Nesheim  confessed,  not  looking  at  her. 
"What  for?  I'm  alive.  I  feel  good—" 
"You  were  also  dead  half  an  hour  ago.  And,  against 

all  logic,  you're  alive  now,  and  apparently  in  full 
command  of  your  faculties.  No  matter  how  you  look 

at  it,  that's  not  normal.  No,  we  need  to  give  you  a 
complete  workup.  Check  everything  we  can  think  of, 
try  to  figure  out  what  kicked  in,  or  turned  off,  or 

whatever." 
Hasegawa  peered  at  her  curiously.  "Cary  .  .  .  can 

I  ask  you  something  a  little  .  .  .  odd." 
"Sure." 

"You  didn't  by  any  chance  have  any  .  .  .  out-of- 
body  experiences,  or  anything?  Tunnels  of  light, 

voices  ..." 

"No,"  Carolyn  replied.  "There  was  nothing.  I  don't 
think  I  even  dreamed.  It  wasn't  any  different  from 
being  asleep." 

"Except  you  weren't  breathing  and  had  no  heart- 
beat or  EEG." 

"So  you  say." 
"What  do  you  say?"  Rudy  asked  cautiously. 
"I  say  that  with  as  many  electronic  glitches  as 
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we've  had  around  here  lately,  some  of  the  machines 
you  had  on  me  might  have  been  acting  up." 

Nesheim  bristled.  "J,  however,  am  not  electronic. 
I  do  not  act  up.  I  know  a  dead  body  when  I  see  one." 
He  paused,  eyed  Hasegawa  speculatively.  "As  sur- 

rogate next  of  kin,  Mary,  I  suppose  we  ought  to  ar- 
range some  psychological  tests  too,  just  to  be  sure. 

Maybe  even  hypnotism." 
"Fine,"  Carolyn  agreed  primly,  before  Hasegawa 

could  reply.  "But  I'm  not  staying  here  while  you  puz- 
zle it  out.  I've  got  too  much  work  to  do." 

"Bullshit!" 
Carolyn  stared  at  her  nominal  team  leader.  The 

woman  was  many  things,  two  of  them  being  hard  and 
competent.  But  she  almost  never  swore. 

"Bullshit  yourself!"  Carolyn  snapped.  "You  can 
have  me  the  rest  of  the  day,  to  get  whatever  samples 

you  need.  After  that,  I'm  out  of  here.  I  can  give  you 
anything  else  you  think  of  by  phone  as  easily  as  in 

person.  And  I've  got  a  vital  signs  monitor  at  home." 
"How  'bout  if  we  get  you  a  room  here?  With  a  ter- 

minal and  a  corn-link  to  the  Midgarden" 
Carolyn  shook  her  head.  "I  hate  hospitals.  You  can 

get  me  a  terminal  and  a  corn-link  at  home  if  you 
want.  But  I  expect  to  be  back  on  ship,  if  not  under- 

water, before  that  happens." 
"Two  days  here,"  Hasegawa  countered  wearily, 

"and  we  cram  in  all  the  tests  we  can — if  you're  up 
to  them.  The  sooner  we  start,  and  the  closer  to — the 
crucial  moment — the  better." 

"One,"  Carolyn  shot  back.  "You  can  have  me  the 
rest  of  today,  tonight,  and  tomorrow  morning.  I'm 
back  at  sea  in  the  p.m.  Deal?" 

Hasegawa  considered  this.  "Tomorrow  evening; 
and  you  don't  set  foot  in  salt  water  until  .  .  .  Monday, 
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at  the  soonest — assuming  the  doctor  here  ap- 

proves." Nesheim  rolled  his  eyes  helplessly. 

"Done,"  Carolyn  cried. 
Hasegawa's  face  reflected  one  of  her  rare  defeats. 

She  knew  not  to  argue  further. 





Part  Two 





Chapter  XIII: 
Operating 

(Galway,  County  Galway — United  Eire) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — late  afternoon) 

"But  this  is  an  emergency !"  Kevin  protested  des- 
perately— for  the  fourth  time  in  fifteen  minutes.  "I 

have  got  to  talk  to  my  sister  in  Aztlan!" 
"Everyone  in  Eire  has  an  emergency,"  the  female 

voice  on  the  phone  sighed  back,  as  though  her  elec- 
tronic persona  would  fray  away  to  frustrated  fury 

any  second. 
Kevin  held  his  peace.  No  sense  making  someone 

else's  day  worse  than  it  already  was,  just  because 
he'd  had  found  himself  in  crazy  shit  up  to  his  eye- 

balls. By  his  own  fatigue-fogged  reckoning,  exactly 
two  things  had  gone  right  in  the  past  eighteen  hours: 

he'd  managed  to  nurse  the  Beast  to  civilization, 
namely  his  solicitor's  town  house  on  the  northern 
fringe  of  Galway;  and  the  phone  there  had  been 

working — which  the  dozen  he'd  assayed  since  leav- 
ing Leenane  had  not. 

He  took  a  deep  breath,  slapped  a  splatter  of  sodden 
orange  hair  out  of  his  eyes,  reknotted  the  fluffy  white 
bathrobe  that  was  his  sole  garment  more  snugly 
around  his  waist — and  waded  in  once  more. 

"You're  sure?"  he  persisted,  with  forced  calm. 
145 



146  Tom  Deitz 

"There's  no  way  you  can  patch  me  through — to  the 
Eirish  Embassy,  even?" 

"There's  not  a  dish  standing  on  the  whole  west 
coast,  sir.  The  storm — " 

"What  about  cables?  Don't  you  guys  still  have  ca- 
bles under  the  Atlantic?" 

"We  use  satellites  exclusively  for  international 
calls,  sir.  The  cables  are  purely  a  backup  the  govern- 

ment uses  for  diplomatic  emergencies.  We're  not 

supposed  to — " 
"How  'bout  the  US  Embassy?" 
"The  one  in  Dublin,  or  the  one  in  Aztlan?  There's 

also  a  consulate  in  Galway.  Perhaps  you  could  get 

them  to — " 
"No,"  Kevin  sighed.  "I've  got  a  better  idea.  I'll  just 

go\" 
"The  embassy?"  the  woman  blurted  out,  off  guard. 
"Aztlan." 

"Will  that  be  all,  then?  I  have  other  calls." 
Kevin  scratched  his  damp  bare  chest.  "Uh  .  .  .  one 

more  thing.  Can  you  patch  me  through  to  the  air- 

port— Shannon,  I  mean?" 
"I'll  try.  But  that's  all,  sir.  Please,  sir."  The  wom- 

an's voice  had  gone  as  chill  as  the  wind  outside. 
"Fine,"  Kevin  whispered.  "Do  what  you  can." 
While  he  listened  to  static  (Muzak,  apparently, 

having  been  deemed  inappropriate  for  hurricanes), 
Kevin  stared  at  the  oil  painting  of  Fyvie  Castle  that 

hung  above  the  phone  stand  in  Cameron  McMillan's 
guest  room-crisis  decompression  chamber.  Blue  sky 
showed  through  the  mullioned  panes  to  the  left,  a 
holdover  from  that  which  had  made  the  drive  from 

Leenane  to  Galway  viable — slowly,  albeit,  because 
of  the  absent  windscreen,  but  without  incident,  save 
a  pantryful  of  bugs  he  was  still  picking  from  his 
teeth. 
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A  long  moment  later  the  phone  crackled.  "This  is 
the  best  I  can  do,"  the  operator  said  flatly — and  hung 
up.  Kevin  caught  a  series  of  pops  and  snaps,  where- 

upon a  recorded  message  assailed  his  ears.  It  was  a 

bad  connection,  even  for  Eire.  "This  is  Shannon  Air- 
port," it  began.  "We're  sorry  to  inconvenience  you, 

but  all  circuits  are  busy  at  this  time,  and  we  are  pres- 
ently unable  to  forward  telephone  reservations  or 

provide  information  concerning  flight  schedules.  As 
of  noon  today,  all  incoming  flights  have  been  can- 

celed or  rerouted  until  further  notice.  Outgoing 
flights  involving  planes  presently  on  the  ground  will 
be  cleared  until  nineteen-thirty  hours  this  evening. 
A  few  seats  are  still  available.  For  further  informa- 

tion, please  contact  the  airline  of  your  choice." 
"The  airline  of  my  choice  won't  answer!"  Kevin 

snapped,  and  hung  up.  He  was  just  reaching  for  the 
door  when  a  firm  tap  sounded  on  the  heavy  oak. 

"You  decent?"  a  muffled  male  voice  called.  Even 
through  the  wood  Kevin  caught  the  mix  of  American 
and  Eirish  accents. 

"No,  but  you  can  come  in  anyway,"  he  called  back, 
as  he  hopped  aside  to  admit  a  tall  slim  man  in  his 
late  forties:  Cameron  McMillan,  his  solicitor  and — 
at  present — savior.  To  his  relief,  McMillan  held  a  pile 
of  neatly  folded  fabric,  in  very  unsubtle  colors.  He 
dumped  it,  with  conspicuous  ceremony,  on  the  spot- 

less counterpane,  then  fished  in  a  pocket  and  slid 

out  a  silver  hip  flask.  "You  need  this,"  he  observed, 
passing  it  to  Kevin.  Kevin  unscrewed  it  and  sniffed 

the  contents.  "I  hate  Scotch." 

"Then  you'll  give  it  a  fight  going  down,  which'll 
warm  you  faster." 

Kevin  grimaced,  but  took  a  swig,  then  returned  the 
flask.  He  eyed  the  clothing  dubiously. 

"They're  my  kid's,"  McMillan  grinned,  looking  as 
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though  he  would  have  enjoyed  the  situation  enor- 
mously, had  that  which  engendered  it  not  been  so 

serious — and  had  he  not  been  up  for  over  a  day. 

"He's  about  your  size — which  I,  to  the  good  fortune 
of  my  wardrobe,  but  the  likely  despair  of  your  sense 

of  esthetics,  no  longer  am." 
"His  taste  is  closer  to  mine,  anyway,"  Kevin 

chuckled  back,  as  he  unearthed  a  pair  of  metallic 

gold  briefs.  "On  the  other  hand — " 
"Those  were  the  most  conservative  ones,"  McMil- 

lan countered.  He  helped  himself  to  a  hit  from  the 
flask  as  Kevin  snugged  the  garment  on  beneath  the 

robe.  "Any  luck  getting  through  to  Mexico?"  he  con- 
tinued, more  seriously. 

"Aztlan  Free  Zone,  technically,"  Kevin  corrected, 
covering  the  briefs  with  burgundy  jeans  of  last  year's 
cut.  "It's  an  independent  state,  sort  of  between  Vat- 

ican City  and  the  District  of  Columbia,  in  case  you 

weren't  just  being  sloppy.  Gary's  at  the  Pan- 
European  Oceanic  Research  Center,  Inc.,  if  you 
want  to  be  really  precise.  And  no.  Phones  appear  to 

be  out  all  over  the  country.  I  can't  call  international 
because  this  isn't  a  diplomatic  emergency." 

McMillan  eyed  him  warily.  "Don't  you  think  it's 
time  you  told  me  what  it  is,  then?" Kevin  shook  his  head  and  shucked  the  robe.  Lord 

knew  he'd  been  fortunate  to  find  McMillan  home 
when  he'd  rumbled  up  fifteen  minutes  earlier,  to 
present  himself  looking  a  very  great  deal  like  the 

winner  of  a  drowned  rat  contest.  "I  need  dry  clothes 
and  a  phone,"  he'd  told  his  host  when  he  answered 
the  door.  "If  you  don't  have  at  least  one  of  'em,  just 
shoot  me." 

"Guns  are  illegal  in  Eire,"  McMillan  had  answered, 
and  dragged  him  in. 

Now,  though  .  .  .  where  did  he  begin?  "Gam,  my 
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lad,"  he  commenced  finally.  "I  can't —  That  is,  I 
don't  think — I —  Goddammit,  Gam,  I  can't  tell  you, 
except  that  I  just  had  the  weirdest  day  of  my  life — 
which  began,  believe  it  or  not,  with  somebody 

knocking  on  my  door  craving  shelter." 
"Whom  you  then  abandoned." 
Again  Kevin  shook  his  head.  "It's  too  strange.  And 

weird — and  dangerous.  And  right  now — until  I  can 
check  on  some  stuff  and  sort  some  things  out — I 

honestly  don't  think  I  ought  to  tell  you.  It  might  put 
you  in  danger." 

"Well,  gee,  thanks!"  McMillan  grumbled.  "And  if 
you  already  have,  then  I've  gotta  work  from  a  posi- 

tion of  ignorance." 
"Ha!"  Kevin  snorted.  "That's  a  good  one,  only  you 

don't  know  it.  A  day  ago  I'd  have  said  no  ignorance 
was  desirable.  Today — " 

" — You're  gonna  keep  jinking  me  around." 
Kevin  slipped  a  magenta  sweater-tunic  over  his 

head.  "I'll  tell  you  .  .  .  sometime,  okay?  For  now  I've 
gotta  get  hold  of  my  sis." 

"The  one  you  don't  speak  to?" 
"The  only  one  I've  got.  And  we  do  too  speak;  we 

just  don't  have  much  nice  to  say  to  each  other.  Not 
since  the  folks — " 

"That  I  do  know  about,"  McMillan  broke  in.  "But 
what  I  don't  know  is  what  could've  happened  in 
Leenane  that  got  your  car  shot  full  of  holes  by  some- 

thing that  has  to  be  illegal,  you  soaked  to  the  skin, 
scraped  up  like  a  Belfast  brawler,  and  half  out  of  your 
mind — and  crazy  to  get  hold  of  someone  who  last 

time  I  heard  hates  your  guts." 
"She  hates  my  opinion  on  one  topic." 
"I  speak  metaphorically." 
Kevin  sat  on  the  bed  to  secure  his  boots.  "I'll  tell 

you  in  ...  a  year,  okay?  That's  what  they  do  in  the 
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fairy  tales — and  I  write  fairy  tales — or  thought  I  did." 
McMillan's  eyes  narrowed.  "What's  that  supposed 

to  mean?" 
"I've  already  said  too  much." 
"Would  you  say  more  if  I  offered  to  drive  you  to 

the  airport?" 
"You  heard  that?" 

"Only  a  bit.  But  if  whatever  you've  got  yourself 
into's  made  you  so  desperate  to  get  hold  of  your  sis- 

ter you're  willing  to  fly  in  a  hurricane,  it's  gotta  be 

important." 
Kevin  nodded  solemnly.  "Maybe  the  most  impor- 

tant thing  that  ever  happened." 
"And  you  won't  tell  me?  Even  if  I  put  you  out  on 

the  street?" 
Kevin  bared  his  teeth.  "I  owe  you  money." 
"Oops.  Right.  Well,  as  I  meant  to  pass  on  before 

and  didn't,  the  hurricane's  bounced  off  Cornwall,  or 
whatever,  and  may  come  back  this  way.  It's — " 

"Shit!" 

It  was  McMillan's  turn  to  nod.  "Right.  So  there's  a 
state  of  emergency  for  the  next  twelve  hours." 

"Which  means  no  public  transport." 
Another  nod.  "Which  means  /  drive  you  to  Shan- 

non, or  you  sit." 
"Or  I  drive  the  Beast." 
"Get  real!" 

Kevin  flopped  back  on  the  bed.  "I'm  still  not  gonna 

tell  you." 
McMillan  stared  at  him.  "No  ...  I  don't  think  you 

will." "You'll  probably  bill  me  double  for  it,  too,  won't 

you?" 
McMillan  cocked  his  head  and  began  counting  on 

his  fingers.  "Let's  see:  three  hours  there  and  back, 
minimum,  plus  double  time  for  after  hours,  plus  haz- 
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ard  pay  for  bad  weather,  plus  expenses  if  I  have  to 

get  a  hotel ..." 
"Plus  a  full  tank  in  the  worst  gas  guzzler  you've 

got,  no  doubt." 
"Good  idea.  Dad's  been  after  me  to  drive  the  Bent- 

ley  more." Kevin  rose  and  studied  his  reflection  in  the  mirror, 

probed  a  shrapnel-scarred  cheek.  He  looked  younger 
than  expected,  given  his  experience — mid-twenties 
perhaps,  not  thirty- three.  The  sweater- tunic  clashed 

with  his  hair.  "Uh,  I  don't  suppose  you  could  lend 
me  a  couple  of  days  worth  of  togs,  could  you?  And 

maybe  a  shaving  kit?" 
"Sure,"  McMillan  sighed.  "Oh,  and  did  I  mention? 

The  Bentley  only  takes  leaded  hi-test.  Shall  I  put  it 

on  your  bill,  or  would  you  rather  pay  cash?  There's 
a  discount  for  the  latter,  of  course  ..." 

"Whatever,"  Kevin  murmured  absently.  "Saving 
money  doesn't  matter — not  when  you  couldn't  save 
someone's  skin." 

"Huh?" 

"Uh  ...  I  was  just  saying  how  lucky  I  am  to  have 
someone  save  my  skin — and  how  everyone's  not  so 
fortunate."  He  laughed  grimly,  pocketed  his  wallet, and  followed  his  friend  into  the  hall. 



Chapter  XIV: 
Open  Wounds 

(Kituwah  Embassy— Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Thursday,  September  1 — early  evening) 

"I  don't  care  if  it  freaked  you!"  Stormy  grumbled, 
from  where  he  was  checking  the  Jeep's  tires  in  the 
waning  sunlight  of  the  Kituwah  Embassy  parking  lot. 

"It  was  still  rude!  Goddamned  rude!  Hosteen  Lox  all 
but  promised  to  do  a  frigging  Way  for  you — in  spite 

of  the  fact  that  you're  not  even  Dineh — and  then  you 
just  walk  out  like  that!" 

'Bird  paused  at  the  staff  door  to  glare  at  his  friend. 
"Gut  me  some  slack,  okay?" 

Stormy's  face  was  as  dark  as  his  namesake 
weather.  "What  d'you  think  I've  been  doing,  man?  I 
maintained  stoic  silence  all  the  way  here.  I  figured 

maybe  if  I  let  you  catch  some  Zs — " 
"Like  I  could  do  that  with  you  drivin'  ninety  kliks 

an  hour?  We  had  the  wheels  off  the  ground  more 

than  we  had  'em  on\" 

"I  thought  you  wanted  to  get  back!  That's  what 
you  told  Hosteen  Lox!  Very  rudely,  I  might  add." 

"I  did  have  to  get  back!  I've  got  a  job — " 
"You  had  the  day  off!" 
"I've  still  gotta  dance  tonight." 
"A  call  fixes  that.  Say  you're  sick — which  you  are. 

152 
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Pollution's  an  illness,  just  like  pneumonia." 
'Bird's  glare  intensified  as  Stormy  followed  him  in- 

side. He  didn't  need  this — not  when  he  was  abso- 
lutely dead  on  his  feet.  Shoot,  he  could  barely 

remember  the  code  that  summoned  the  elevator — 

and  yawned  in  the  middle  of  it — twice.  Stormy 

leaned  past  him  to  say  "Four."  Clearly.  In  Cherokee. 
"Jesus  Christ,  Stormy,  don't  you  have  a  job  to 

do?" 
"My  job's  security,"  Stormy  shot  back.  "And  right 

now  I  choose  to  interpret  that  as  the  security  of  my 

best  friend's  peace  of  mind.  Which  means  I'm  gonna 
follow  you  into  your  apartment — and  stuff  you  in 
the  shower — and  put  you  to  bed  if  necessary.  And 

I'm  gonna  sleep  in  front  of  your  goddamn  door  if  I 
have  to — to  keep  you  here ! " 

"I  need  to  work." 

"You  need  to  sleep!  I'll  call  'Wounds  and  tell  him 
you  need  another  day  off." 

"He'll  have  my  ass." 
"He  values  your  ass  too  much — or  haven't  you  fig- 

ured that  out  yet?" 
'Bird  shrugged — and  lost  his  balance  as  the  ele- 

vator halted  more  roughly  than  usual.  Stormy 

braced  him.  "Easy,  kid!" 
'Bird  shook  off  the  grip  and  stumped  sullenly  into 

the  hallway,  leaving  Stormy  to  make  his  own  way. 
Somehow  he  got  the  door  open.  The  room  beyond 

was  cool,  though  the  sun  was  slashing  beams  of 
golden  light  across  the  the  bare  white  wall  behind 
him.  Stormy  joined  him,  as  he  made  his  way  into 

the  kitchen.  "Hungry?"  he  called,  from  the  refrig- erator door. 

"I  could  eat,"  Stormy  answered  neutrally,  skin- 
ning out  of  his  serape  and  borrowed  tunic.  His 

boots  followed.  He  flopped  down  on  the  sofa  and 
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stretched  his  toes  luxuriously  in  the  thick  carpet. 
"Pizza?" 
"What  kind?" 

"Iguana  and  mushrooms. " 
"What  kind  of  'shrooms?" 

"Not  the  kind  Lox  probably  spiked  that  coffee 

with!" Stormy  rose  and  sauntered  over  to  the  wet  bar. 

"Mind  if  I—?" 
"Go  for  it." 

Stormy  peered  at  the  selection.  "Hmmm.  Cham- 
bord?  Nope,  too  sweet.  Margaritas?  Too  weak  the 

way  you  make  'em.  That  leaves  Dos  Equis  and  Dos 
Equis  and — let's  see — Dos  Equis." 

"I  think  you  should  have  a  Dos  Equis." 
Stormy  selected  a  bottle  and  popped  the  cap. 

"On,"  he  told  'Bird's  TV,  as  he  wandered  back  to  the 
sofa.  "Sports."  A  pause  then:  "Na  Hollos  won  round 
one — oh,  and  you  also  seem  to  have  a  message  or 

six." 'Bird  padded  out  of  the  kitchen  with  two  paper 
plates  bearing  slices  of  freshly  nuked  pizza.  He  set 

one  on  Stormy's  bare  belly.  "Six?  What  is  this  shit!" 
A  startled  yip  and  flurry  of  movement  were 

Stormy's  response.  "Body  phones  don't  reach  as  far  as 
Lox's,"  he  growled.  " — Which  you  well  know.  'Sides, 
you  had  yours  turned  off — which  /  well  know." 

One  minute  later,  beer  in  one  hand,  pizza  in  the 
other,  and  both  bare  feet  propped  on  the  ottoman 

before  his  favorite  leather  chair,  'Bird  confronted  his television. 

"Phone:  On.  Messages." 
The  screen  shifted  from  the  talking  head  that  had 

commanded  it  to  a  vista  of  autumn  mountains.  A 
sequence  of  numbers  superimposed  themselves  atop 
it.  Two  were  the  Aztlan  Free  Zone  Police,  Homicide 
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Unit.  The  other  four  were  from  Red  Wounds,  with 
notes  that  one  came  from  his  home,  one  from  his 

limo,  and  two  from  his  office.  They'd  been  following 
him  around  like  poor  relations. 

"Replay,"  'Bird  told  it  wearily. 
A  voice  promptly  spoke  from  a  blank  screen.  "This 

is  Captain  Myllo  of  the  Aztlan  District  Police.  I  was 
one  of  the  officers  who  interrogated  you  this  morn- 

ing, and  I,  uh,  hate  to  trouble  you  again,  but .  .  . 
Well,  we  really  need  to  ask  you  some  more  ques- 

tions. If  you  haven't  responded  by  eighteen  hundred, 
we'll  have  to  come  looking  for  you." 

There  was  another  call,  precisely  an  hour  later, 
with  exactly  the  same  wording.  Then  came  the  first 

of  Red  Wounds's  messages:  "  'Bird,  m'boy,  sorry  to 
bother  you,  but  the  Mounties  have  been  about  to 

drive  me  batty  tryin'  to  get  hold  of  you.  Gimme  a  call 
when  you  wake  up.  I'll  call  'em  and  tell  'em  you've 
flatted  out  and  not  to  bug  you  anymore.  But  you  call 

me  as  soon  as  you  can — and  that's  an  order!" 
The  same  message  repeated  two  hours  later.  This 

time  Red  Wounds's  face  appeared,  from  his  office. 
He  looked  tired — and  irritable. 

The  third  offered  the  speculation  that  'Bird  had 
either  turned  off  both  house  and  body  phones  or 
skipped  town.  Red  Wounds  had  some  interesting 
plans  for  his  ass,  should  the  latter  be  the  case. 

The  fourth  was  half  an  hour  old,  and  from  the 

limo.  Red  Wounds's  expression  was  exceedingly 
grim.  "I  need  to  talk  to  you.  Gall  me  whenever  you 
can.  Time  doesn't  matter."  And  that  was  all. 

'Bird  took  a  long  swig  of  beer  and  lifted  an  eyebrow 
at  Stormy.  "What'd  you  think?" 

"I  think  you  need  to  call  him.  Then  you  need  to 
shower.  Then  you  need  to  crash — so  /  can  shower 
and  crash." 
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"I  was  afraid  you'd  say  that." 
Stormy  tilted  his  head  wryly. 

"Phone.  Call.  Red  Wounds."  'Bird  told  the  TV.  "No 

pix,  my  end." An  instant  later  a  voice  rumbled  from  the  speak- 

ers. "  'Bird?  'Bout  bloody  time  you  called!  Where  the 
hell've  you  been?"  'Bird  could  hear  the  metallic  clat- 

ter of  pots  and  pans  being  jiggled  and  surmised  he'd 
caught  his  boss  preparing  dinner.  He  was,  after  all, 
a  gourmet  chef. 

"Sorry,"  'Bird  mumbled,  feeling  the  beer  already 
taking  hold.  "Stormy  took  me  off  to  decompress — 
beyond  phone  range." 

"White  of  'im." 
Silence.  Then:  "So  what's  the  deal  with  the  Mount- 

ies?" A  pause,  the  sound  of  running  water.  "You  alone?" 
"Stormy's  here." 
"Good — since  I'm  sure  you'll  tell  him  this  any- 

way." "What?" 

Another  pause.  "Well,  the  good  news  is  that  the 
Mounties  found  the  guy  that  committed  the  murder. 
In  fact,  they  brought  him  in  just  a  couple  of  hours 
after  they  finished  with  you.  Tracks  practically  led 

straight  to  him.  And — " 
"Where'd  they  find  him?"  Stormy  broke  in. 
"Beach  down  past  Sinsynsen.  He  had  a  blood- 

stained duffel  bag  with  him." 
"And  let  me  guess.  There  was  a  human  skin  in- 

side?" 'Bird  could  imagine  Red  Wounds  shaking  his  head. 
"  'Fraid  not,  though  the  blood  was  human  and 
matched  our  bare-boned  John  Doe.  Which  brings  us 
to  the  other  news." 

"Which  is?" 
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Red  Wounds  exhaled  slowly.  "This  is  gonna  be  a 
hard  'un,  kid.  They  got  the  guy,  no  doubt  about  it. 
Besides  the  bag,  his  prints  match  those  on  the  knife. 

Fiber  evidence,  ditto.  Shoot,  he  still  had  the  victim's 
blood  and  tissue  under  his  fingernails!" 

"Stupid,"  'Bird  muttered  sleepily. 
"No!"  Red  Wounds  corrected.  "Not  stupid  at  all — 

but  retarded.  Literally  retarded.  The  guy's  got  the 
mind  of  a  child.  They  won't  release  his  name,  but 
he's  well-known  in  one  of  those  little  shantytowns 
out  past  the  border.  Folks  there  say  he's  a  real  sweet 
guy,  wouldn't  hurt  anybody.  They  say  he's  strong, 
but  clumsy  as  an  ox.  I  guess  you  can  see  where  this 

is  headin'  ..." 

'Bird  shook  his  head — a  stupid  gesture  itself,  since 
he  had  the  video  off.  "I'm  too  fried  to  see  anything 

just  now." 
"I  bet  you  are,"  Red  Wounds  snorted.  "But  the 

point  is  that  while  this  guy  obviously  did  waylay 

some  poor  sot — they  still  haven't  identified  him,  by 
the  way,  though  they  have  some  ideas — and  while 

he  obviously  also  skinned  this  guy  alive,  there's  no 
way  on  God's  green  earth  he  could've  done  it!  He's 
too — excuse  me — dumb,  to  sneak  up  on  somebody, 
even  if  he  was  coordinated  enough,  which  report 

says  he  isn't.  Which  also  means  he's  too  uncoordi- 
nated to  have  ever  flayed  anybody  as  carefully  as 

that  man  was." 

"Hmmm,"  'Bird  grunted  through  a  swallow.  "Very 
interesting." 

"How  so?" 

*  'Cause  he  didn't  look  stupid — retarded — what- 
ever— to  me!  He  had  this  air  of  .  .  .  feral  intensity,  I 

suppose  you  could  say.  Like  a  cornered  carnivore 

guardin'  its  kill." 
"You  tell  the  Mounties  that?" 
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"More  or  less." 
Silence. 

"So,  why  do  they  wanta  talk  to  me?" 
"To  identify  the  guy,  for  one  thing — though  you 

can  do  that  by  vid.  But  I  gather  there's  a  bunch  more 
stuff  they  want  to  clarify." 

"But  it's  basically  a  closed  case,  right?" 
Another  pause,  during  which  'Bird  imagined  Red 

Wounds  gnawing  his  lip,  which  was  his  primary 

means  of  marking  time  while  he  pbntificated.  "Not 
quite,"  he  sighed  finally.  Then:  "  'Bird,  can  you  keep 
a  secret?  Something  that'll  get  my  ass  in  a  sling  if  it 

gets  out?" "Sure." 

"Stormy?" 
Stormy — who  had  been  stuffing  his  face  on  the 

sofa — started.  "Yeah,  sure." 
A  deep  breath.  "Okay,  'Bird.  I  was  told  not  to  tell 

this,  and  I'm  probably  taking  a  risk  by  tellin'  you, 
even  though  I  know  you're  a  straight  shooter,  but 
.  .  .  this  wasn't  the  first  skinned  body  that's  been 
found.  The  Mounties  have  done  a  fine  job  of  hushin' 
it  up,  but  they've  been  findin'  flayed  vagrants — and 
foreign  tourists  or  construction-types — up  and  down 

the  coast  for  the  last  two  years.  They  won't  tell  me 
what  the  total  is,  but  I  gather  it's  well  into  double 

digits." "Whew!"  'Bird  whistled.  Stormy  strained  forward 
intently.  "First  I've  heard  of  this,"  he  hissed  softly. 

"Good,"  Red  Wounds  retorted.  "That  means  se- 
curity's better  than  we'd  thought.  Unfortunately, 

that's  only  part  of  it." 
"Oh?" 

"Yeah,  well,  like  I  said,  most  victims  have  been 
vagrants  or  foreign  construction  personnel — people 
with  nobody  to  miss  'em  if  they  turn  up  dead,  in 
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other  words.  And  most  are  still  flagged  as  unsolved." 
"And  the  rest?"  Stormy  prompted. 
"The  rest .  .  .  Well,  it's  real  weird,  boys.  They've 

all  been  a  lot  like  this  case:  clear  evidence,  enough 

to  convict — but  the  assailants  have  all  been  mentally 

deficient.  Either  that,  or  they've  been  children  under 
the  age  of  eleven.  One  was  done  by  a  nine-year-old 
girl!  An  orphan  girl  of  ninel  Same  kind  of  obsidian 
knife  and  everything.  None  of  the  others  had  fami- 

lies, either." 
"The  unconnected  offing  the  unconnected,"  'Bird 

mumbled  through  the  last  of  the  pizza. 

"Basically,  yes,"  Red  Wounds  agreed.  "But  you  can 
see  why  the  Mounties  want  to  keep  a  lid  on  it.  This 
is  supposed  to  be  the  best-policed  city  on  earth. 

There's  not  supposed  to  be  any  need  for  crime  in  the 
Zone,  and  yet  it  keeps  happenin' — here  and  nearby. 
And  not  just  crime:  sensational  crime — the  kind 
that  makes  bad  international  headlines,  especially  in 
light  of  all  the  talk  about  the  revival  of  the  old  Aztec 

religion — Xipetotec,  and  all  that.  Though  to  be  hon- 

est, they've  seeded  some  of  those  rumors  them- 
selves, to  throw  people  off  the  track." 

"So  who  knows?" 

"The  Mounties,  and  not  all  of  them.  The  chiefs  of 
the  various  embassies,  who've  been  charged  with 
gently  enforcing  added  security.  Assorted  ministers. 

The  mayor." 
"Lots  of  folks — for  a  secret." 

"Most  of  'em  are  reliable,  though.  Like  I  said,  this 
has  been  goin'  on  nigh  onto  two  years.  And  nothing's 
leaked  even  as  far  as  Stormy,  who's  in  security — so 
far." 
'Bird  drained  his  Dos  Equis.  "So,  what  does  this 

mean  in  the  real  world?" 

"It  means  that  I'll  call  the  Mounties  and  tell  'em, 
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very  forcefully,  that  you're  extremely  stressed-out 
and  fatigued,  but  will  be  in  touch  as  soon  as  you're 
feelin'  like  yourself  again,  but  probably  not  tonight. 
And  it  means  that  I'm  tellin'  you,  right  now,  friend 
to  friend,  to  be  careful!  Cover  your  ass  at  all  times. 
And  keep  Mr.  Cloud  there  with  you  as  much  as  pos- 

sible. I'd  also  avoid  late-night  strolls  on  the  beach." 
"Thanks,"  'Bird  yawned.  "I  mean,  really.  Enjoy 

your  dinner.  Sorry  I  interrupted." 
"No  problem.  Just  watch  your  ass!" 
"Good-bye.  And  wado." 
"Bye." 
And  with  that,  the  talking  head  returned. 
Stormy  chugged  the  last  of  his  beer  and  rose  to 

retrieve  another.  "So  what  do  you  make  of  that?"  he 
asked,  as  he  sank  down  on  the  sofa  again. 

'Bird  rose  stiffly  and  slumped  to  the  kitchen  to 
deposit  his  plate  and  bottle.  He  poured  himself  a 
glass  of  water.  But  did  not  answer. 

"  'Bird?" 

'Bird  spun  around  in  place,  glaring  at  his  friend.  "I 
don't  know  what  it  means!  Okay?  I  know  it's  fuckin' 
weird,  and  that  I'm  fuckin'  dead  on  my  fuckin'  feet, 
and  that  right  now  I  don't  know  anything  except  that 
I'm  gonna  stand  in  the  shower  for  my  allotted  five 
minutes,  and  wash  the  grunge  of  Hosteen  John  Lox's 
sweat  lodge  off.  And  then  I'm  goin'  to  bed  and  sleep 
until  I  wake  up — and  hope  it's  in  time  to  make  my 
set  tonight." 

Stormy  looked  up,  startled.  "Hey,  man;  I'm  not 

your  enemy!" 
'Bird  was  truly  wound  up,  however.  "Yeah,  well, 

I'm  not  sure  about  much  of  bloody  anything  right 
now!  Shit,  man,  I  wish  I  could  just  wash  this  out  of 

my  brain.  The  body,  the  sweat,  that  vision  or  what- 
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ever  it  was — and  all  that  heavy  crap  'Wounds  just 
laid  on  me,  all." 

And  with  that,  'Bird  strode  from  kitchen,  through 
living  room,  to  bedroom  door,  flinging  off  clothes  as 
he  progressed.  Stormy  retrieved  them  on  the  fly.  By 

the  time  'Bird  made  the  bedroom  proper,  he  was  na- 
ked. "Twilight  dim,"  he  told  the  slanting  windows 

above  the  futon.  They  obliged.  Stormy  studied  him 
as  he  ducked  into  the  bath,  looking  very  uneasy. 

"  'Bird — I  hate  to  do  this  to  you  now,  but ...  we 
need  to  talk." 

'Bird  scowled  at  him  from  the  door.  "While  I 

shower.  That'll  give  you  exactly  five  minutes." 
"It  may  take  longer." 
"Seven — counting  the  drying.  I've  had  my  weekly 

shave." 
Stormy  grimaced,  but  followed  'Bird  into  the  bath. 

'Bird  saw  him  as  a  collection  of  angles  sprawled 
across  the  closed  toilet  seat.  "We  need  to  talk," 
Stormy  repeated.  "Specifically,  we  need  to  talk 
about .  .  .  magic." 

"We've  already  talked  about  magic,"  'Bird  snapped 
through  the  curtain,  as  a  fine  spray  misted  down 
upon  him.  It  smelled  of  pines  and  mountain  water. 

"Not  enough." 
"So  what  d'you  want  to  know?" 
"Start  with  your  basic  attitude.  Like,  does  it  exist 

or  not?  Does  it  work?" 

"Jesus  Christ,  man,  I  can  barely  stand  up  and 
you're  askin'  me  shit  like  that?" 

"Humor  me." 

"Okay  then  .  .  .  well  basically,  it's  like  I  said  ear- 
lier. I  was  brought  up  to  believe  in  it — in  some  of  it, 

mostly  the  healing- type  things.  I've  maybe  seen  a 
couple  of  things  capable  of  magical  interpretation. 

And  I've  heard  of  some  stuff  from  my  dad,  and  all; 
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mostly  a  cousin  of  his  he  swore  was  a  shapechanger, 
who  had  a  scale  from  a  giant  mythical  serpent  called 
an  uktena  that  let  him  shift  shape  when  he  wanted. 
He  supposedly  knew  someone  who  had  an  ulunsuti, 

too — that's  a  prophetic  jewel  from  the  head  of  an 
uktena.  He'd  had  run-ins  with  a  couple  of  so-called 
witches.  That  kinda  stuff." 

"And  you've  had  medicine  dreams,  right?" 
"Unfortunately." 
"Not  a  thing  to  be  denied." 
"Except  that  as  a  cultural  anthropologist,  I'm 

therefore  a  scientist — and  I'm  also  a  diplomat,  of 
sorts.  Which  means  I've  got  to  run  interference  be- 

tween the  world  that  was,  and  try  to  understand  it, 
and  retain  the  good  things  in  it,  but  also  try  to  help 

drag  my  people  kickin'  and  screamin'  into  the 
twenty-first  century." 

"They've  always  been  pretty  adaptable,"  Stormy countered. 

"  'Gept  that  it's  the  Hopis  who  are  more  traditional 
than  anyone  who  turned  the  world  upside  down  with 

their  bloody  el-cheapo  solar  cells." 
"Not  so  el-cheapo  if  you  happen  to  be  a  big  rich 

western  democracy." 
"This  is  no  time  for  idiot  lecture,  man." 
"Fine.  So,  you  were  saying.  About  your  people. 

About  magic  ..." 
"Uh,  well,  basically  that  I  just  want  to  do  good  by 

'em — and  I  don't  think  it'd  be  doin'  us  any  good  if 
people  thought  we  were  all  a  bunch  of  supersti- 

tious—" 
"You're  lying,  'Bird,"  Stormy  interrupted.  "You 

don't  know  it  yourself,  but  you're  lying.  The  real  rea- 
son— and  look  down  in  your  heart  and  tell  me  this 

is  wrong.  The  real  reason  is  that  you  believe  in 

magic,  but  you  don't  want  to — 'cause  then  the  whole 
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world'll  come  tumbling  down  around  your  ears. 
You're  scared  of  it,  man,  both  of  the  thing  itself,  be- 

cause of  what  it  might  be  able  to  do,  and  by  impli- 

cation." 
The  water  had  cycled  through  hot  and  was  now 

pounding  'Bird's  shoulders  with  creek-water  cold.  He 
could  see  swirls  of  sand  sweeping  around  his  feet 
toward  the  drain.  He  could  think  of  no  response  to 

Stormy's  assessment.  The  guy  was  right,  dammit.  He 
hated  to  admit  it,  but  he  was  right. 

"So  is  it  a  good  thing,  or  a  bad  thing?"  Stormy 
asked  neutrally. 

"I  don't  know,"  'Bird  yawned,  as  the  shower  shut off  and  warm  air  reached  out  to  enfold  him. 

"I  don't  know,"  he  repeated,  to  a  thoughtfully  si- 
lent Stormy  thirty  seconds  later,  as  he  flung  himself 

naked  across  his  futon. 

Less  than  a  minute  later,  he  was  snoring. 
He  slept  for  thirteen  hours. 



Chapter  XV: 
Resting  in  Peace 
(PEORCI  Infirmary— Aztlan, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Friday,  September  2 — late  afternoon) 

By  3:00  P.M.  on  Friday,  Carolyn  was  certain  she 
had  surrendered  far  more  than  the  pound  of  flesh 
Mr.  Shakespeare  had  deemed  expendable  four-odd 
centuries  earlier.  In  fact,  she  suspected,  it  was  more 

like  two  or  three — and  counting.  There'd  been  blood 
samples,  urine  samples,  stool  samples,  and  saliva 
samples.  Her  hair  had  been  trimmed,  her  skin 

abraded,  and  her  nails  pared.  They'd  stuck  probes 
in  down  there  and  snipped  off  bits  of  her  bladder, 
large  and  small  intestines,  ovaries,  uterine  wall,  and 
the  egg  that  was  preparing  to  implant  itself  on  that 

same  organ's  lining.  They'd  prowled  in  every  open- 
ing on  her  head  and  had  souvenirs  to  prove  it,  and 

had  even  drilled  a  tiny  hole  in  her  skull  to  retrieve 
a  bit  of  brain,  acquiring  bone  tissue  in  the  bargain. 

Liver  they'd  got  through  a  slit  in  her  side,  ditto  pan- 
creas, spleen,  and  gall  bladder.  A  similar  incision  in 

her  back  had  delivered  tastes  of  kidney  and  adrenal 
glands,  as  well  as  subcutaneous  fat,  and  tubes  down 
her  throat  had  produced  stomach  and  lung  tissue. 

So  far  they'd  spared  her  heart,  for  fear  of  traumatiz- 
164 
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ing  that  willful  organ  whose  timely  thumping  had, 
apparently,  single-handedly  summoned  her  back 

from  whatever  demideath  she'd  experienced  the  day 
before.  Small  comfort  that  was,  for  sure. 

And  the  verdict  was  the  same:  evidence  of  prelim- 
inary necrosis  in  those  areas  farthest  from  the  blood 

supply,  but  with  the  dead  tissue  overgrown  by  new, 
living  cells  that  had  been  thrown  up  around  it  in  an 
orgy  of  mitosis  usually  seen  only  in  certain  cancers. 
Nesheim  had  said  to  think  of  it  as  a  building  weak- 

ened to  the  point  of  collapse  by  an  earthquake,  sud- 
denly shored  up  by  a  new  and  better  construction 

on  every  side.  The  building  itself  was  still  ruined — 
but  it  scarcely  mattered  with  improved  replace- 

ments ready  to  hand. 
Except  that  nobody  knew  what  had  triggered  her 

body  to  build  all  those  fine  new  cells. 

Just  like  nobody  knew  why  her  IQ  wasn't  down 
there  with  the  pumpkin. 

Nesheim's  best  guess  was  that  the  sensors  in  her 
gill  studs  that  overrode  part  of  her  autonomic  nerv- 

ous system,  deadening  the  breathing  instinct,  for  in- 
stance, had  somehow  (and  definitely  not  by  design) 

also  overridden  everything  else  and  caused  all  avail- 
able oxygenated  blood  to  be  shunted  to  her  brain, 

keeping  it  supplied  (perhaps  pumped  by  spontane- 
ous muscle  contractions  in  her  neck)  until  long  after 

her  heart  had  stopped  beating. 
Mary  Hasegawa  blamed  it  on  bad  equipment  and 

sloppy  diagnosis,  and  claimed  Carolyn  hadn't  been 
dead  at  all,  merely  in  very  deep  coma. 

Her  nurse,  Juana  Ornellas,  said  it  was  Mictlante- 
cuhtli,  god  of  death,  looking  out  for  someone  whose 
time  it  was  not  to  die. 

Rudy  fingered  that  morning's  coffee,  which,  being 
strong  enough  to  prevent  anything  from  living  in  it, 
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by  analogy  protected  whatever  dared  ingest  it  from 
death. 

The  Jamaican  who  swept  the  floor  knew  that  it 
was  karma — mon. 

Carolyn  had  no  idea — though  Rudy  got  the  gold 
for  cleverness.  All  she  wanted  was  to  conclude  these 

blessed  tests  and  get  back  into  the  field.  They  had 
more  than  enough  of  her  to  play  with  for  a  while  (and 

it  wasn't  like  she  was  going  anywhere).  But  mean- 
while, dolphin  mutilations  continued  unstudied  and 

unavenged,  and  countless  others,  maybe  even  Kat 
and  Bo,  were  still  at  risk.  Nobody  had  seen  an  orca 
for  months,  however. 

On  the  other  hand,  there  were  gaps  in  the  disc 
record — lots  of  them,  as  the  review  Rudy  had  in- 

sisted on  had  determined.  Medical  records  were 

being  checked  for  the  last  six  months  for  patterns  of 
reported  dizziness,  blackouts,  nausea,  etc.  Hasegawa 
had  promised  to  start  interviewing  staff  with  access 
to  records  and/or  electronic  recording  equipment, 

and/or  monitor  duty  (which  was  practically  every- 
one) as  soon  as  she  quit  worrying  about  Carolyn. 

Carolyn  wished  she'd  get  on  with  it  now.  Not  be- 
cause she  minded  being  worried  about  and  fussed 

over,  but  because  it  was  so  wildly  out  of  character 
for  Ms.  Inscrutable  of  2024  suddenly  to  manifest 

mothering  instincts  that  Carolyn  didn't  know  how  to 
react.  It  was,  to  her  way  of  thinking,  at  least  as  ab- 

errant as  Carolyn's  condition — yet  nobody  was  bug- 
ging Hassie  once  an  hour  for  blood. 

And,  by  the  pattern  of  footsteps  on  the  corridor 
outside,  here  came  the  vampires  now.  Carolyn 
turned  her  gaze  relentlessly  toward  the  bedside  TV, 
which  had  been  broadcasting  the  Toli  World  Cham- 

pionships all  afternoon.  (It  was  a  southeastern  In- 
dian game  involving  two  sticks,  a  leather-covered 
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ball,  poles  for  goals,  and  a  high  tolerance  for  may- 
hem. It  was  also  similar  enough  to  the  hurling  played 

in  Eire  to  hold  her  attention.  Kev  had  played  hurling 
a  time  or  two,  and  .  .  .  Well,  it  was  an  American 
Indian  game,  and  there  had  been  that  Indian  .  .  .  ) 

"...  not  my  fault  the  slide  was  ruined,"  came  the 
voice  of  a  young  woman  Carolyn  didn't  recognize. 
The  footsteps  halted  just  upcorridor  from  her  door. 

"Good,  then  you  can  explain  why  we  need  to  take 
more  samples!" A  snort  followed. 

It  was  seen  and  raised. 

The  challenger  folded. 
Dr.  Nesheim  peered  cautiously  into  the  room,  like 

a  man  fearing  sniper  fire.  Carolyn  saw  his  expression 
shift  from  irritation  to  pleasantly  bland  interest. 

"Hello,  Doctor!"  Carolyn  called  with  cheery  sar- 
casm, preempting  him  with  his  mouth  poised  on  the 

verge  of  opening.  "It's  been  a  whole  hour  since  you 
went  pickpocketing  in  my  pancreas.  So  what'll  it  be 
this  time?  Eyelashes?  Tooth  enamel?  Belly  button 

lint?" 
Nesheim  wavered  between  a  frown  and  a  grin.  He 

settled  on  the  latter.  "Stomach  lining — again.  And 
while  we're  at  it,  we'd  like  to  get  a  tad  more  lung 
tissue." 
"Two  tubes  for  the  price  of  one,  eh?" 
"That's  about  the  size  of  it." 
"It's  the  size  of  it  that  concerns  me!" 
Nesheim  flicked  off  the  TV  just  as  someone  named 

Lacefield  scored.  "You  know  perfectly  well  it's  pain- 
less. Just  close  your  eyes,  and  five  minutes  from  now 

it'll  all  be  over." 

Carolyn's  response — to  her  own  surprise — was  to 
bare  her  teeth  and  growl. 

"Where  did  that  come  from?"  Nesheim  laughed 
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nervously,  as  he  eased  around  behind  her  head  and 
pushed  the  button  that  stretched  her  bed  flat. 

"From  my  lizard  brain,  I  guess,"  Carolyn  grum- bled. 

"Gosh,  we  haven't  sampled  that  yet,"  he  sighed. 
"Now  close  your  eyes  and  relax.  It'll  be  exactly  like 

before." 
Yeah,  sure,  Carolyn  thought  grimly.  Just  like  be- 

fore. Just  like  before  was  an  electrode  pressed 

against  a  bare  patch  on  her  scalp,  that  deadened  sen- 
sation in  her  esophagus  and  trachea,  along  with  the 

gag  reflex.  Make  that  was  supposed  to  deaden  them. 

They  hadn't  last  time,  and  it  had  taken  all  the  will- 
power she  could  muster  not  to  have  a  spasm  right 

there  on  the  bed.  Nesheim  had  doubled  the  power 
of  the  inductor  (which  put  it  just  below  maximum 
safe),  and  that  had  done  the  trick — barely. 

Either  that,  or  she'd  let  herself  be  distracted  by  a 
sudden  bout  of  itching  that  had  nearly  driven  her 
mad — as  though  the  annual  convention  of  the  viru- 

lent local  mosquitoes  had  convened  on  her  skin, 
concluded  she  was  the  banquet,  and  chowed  down. 
It  had  faded  as  soon  as  Nesheim  had  withdrawn  the 

inductor,  from  which  she'd  divined  it  was  some  sort 
of  bizarre  electro-neuro  side  effect.  But  it  had  con- 

tinued, in  erratic  spurts,  right  through  the  night. 
And  as  if  by  magic,  there  it  was  now — not  as  bad 

as  before,  but  waiting,  as  though  the  mosquitoes 
hovered  but  had  not  yet  made  landfall.  And  then  she 
was  distracted  by  gentle  hands  urging  her  lips  apart 
while  something  slid  into  her  throat.  She  gagged, 

then  felt  her  tongue  and  throat  go  numb.  "Doctor, 
you're  over  max,"  she  thought  she  heard  someone 
whisper,  but  it  was  hard  to  be  sure,  what  with  the 
volume  of  breathing  she  was  suddenly  picking  up. 
Funny,  how  having  your  own  tampered  with  made 
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you  so  much  more  aware  of  everyone  else's.  Funnier 
still  how  a  stick  of  metal  stuck  against  your  skull 
could  trick  your  brain  into  playing  games  with  your 
bod. 

And  there  was  the  itching,  but  distant,  distant .  .  . 
like  smoldering  embers  waiting  to  erupt  once  more 
into  flame. 

And  another  whisper.  "It's  my  only  choice,  if  we're 
going  to  put  her  out."  Then,  louder:  "Cary,  don't  fight 
it.  I'm  having  to  give  you  too  much  induct.  Just  think 
about  something  else." 

Something  else  .  .  . 
But  what  else? 
What .  .  .  ? 

Abruptly,  she  was  floating.  Part  of  her  knew  she 

shouldn't  be,  knew  that  what  was  essentially  an  out- 
patient operation  under  light  neural  de-stimulation 

shouldn't  have  put  her  out  like  this — not  when  she'd 
been  wide  awake  and  raring  for  a  fight  mere  minutes 
before. 

But  here  she  was  .  .  . 
Nesheim  was  nowhere.  The  nurse  was  nowhere. 

She  was  nowhere — or  going  there  fast.  For  a  mo- 
ment, she  feared  she  was  dying  again.  Only  that  had 

been  sudden:  a  blow  to  the  head,  then  nothing  until 

she'd  reawakened  to  the  sound  of  her  own  heart  in 
"Why?"  's  medical  lab. 

This  wasn't  like  that,  though.  It  was  like  floating — 
or  drifting — or  maybe  like  a  leaf  settling  to  the  bot- 

tom of  a  crystal-clear  pool.  She  kind  of  liked  that 
image.  She  wondered,  though,  what  kind  of  leaf  she 
was.  Perhaps  hazel,  since  Col  the  Hazel  was  one  of 
the  most  valued  things  of  mythical  Eireland  in  the 
tales  her  mom  had  told  her  and  Kev.  And  if  she  was 

a  hazel  leaf  drifting  down  through  a  pond,  then  she 
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might  encounter  some  of  the  others:  the  Salmon  of 
Wisdom,  say,  or  Grian  the  Sun. 

The  sun  .  .  . 

She  hadn't  seen  the  sun  in  over  a  day — her  real 
self  hadn't.  And  with  that  realization,  she  ceased  set- 

tling and  began  to  rise,  following  the  golden  beams 
she  sensed  lancing  through  the  .  .  .  water,  or  what- 

ever it  was  she  dwelt  in. 

Brighter,  and  brighter,  and  then  .  .  . 
.  .  .  Full  light,  and  blue  skies  tumbling  with  spun 

silver  clouds.  A  beach,  the  sand  coarse  and  tan. 
Rocks  like  the  toy  blocks  of  some  nameless  child  of 
the  Fomor,  the  giants  her  mother  said  had  once 
dwelt  beneath  the  seas  to  the  west.  And  earth:  soft 

earth,  rising  in  low  hills  covered  with  grass  softer 
than  ancient  velvet.  Flowers  grew  in  it,  blue  and  pur- 

ple and  white.  Hazel  trees  made  a  screen  around  a 
glade  halfway  between  the  crest  of  the  slope  and  the 
barren  strand.  A  downward  glance  showed  foot- 
prints. 

Another  woman's,  she  concluded.  Probably  that 
woman — as  she  noted  a  slender  form  picking  her 
way  toward  what  was  surely  a  narrow  arm  of  the  sea. 
Almost  she  recognized  that  place;  almost  she  could 
give  it  a  name.  But  something  told  her  names  were 
not  important  here,  that  only  seeing  was.  And  .  .  . 
knowing  with  the  deep  wisdom — like  that  of  the 
salmon. 

The  woman  was  beautiful,  though,  and  familiar: 
slim  and  middle-tall,  with  thick  red  hair  to  her  shoul- 

ders and  a  face  all  creamy  skin  and  well-cut  bones. 
The  eyes,  though  she  could  not  see  them,  were  as 
green  as  the  short,  sleeveless  dress  that  woman  wore 
as  she  pranced  barefoot  across  the  grass  toward  the 
sea. 
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Mother.  Not  a  name,  but  a  title,  and  therefore  sa- 
cred. 
Mother .  .  . 
Her  mother  slowed  as  she  approached  a  looming 

grey  boulder  as  tall  as  she.  Carolyn  eased  closer,  only 
vaguely  aware  when  the  sharp  grit  of  the  sand  shifted 
to  the  damp-edged  softness  of  grass.  She  moved  as 
though  weightless,  as  though  she  were  the  leaf  she 
had  lately  been. 

Her  mother  called  out  something  and  laughed. 
And  as  that  sound  rang  joyfully  off  the  stone,  a  young 
man  stepped  from  behind  it.  Naked  as  the  day  he 
was  born,  he  was,  sleekly  wet  and  gleaming.  Short 

and  slight,  but  with  good  shoulders  and  well-cut 
muscles,  and  a  flag  of  dark  hair  plastering  his  milk 
white  flesh  halfway  down  his  back.  Sixteen,  perhaps, 
or  a  year  to  either  side.  Young  enough  to  have  more 
curves  than  angles  in  his  face  and  no  lines  she  could 
detect  as  she  drew  nearer;  old  enough  to  have  eyes 
as  grim  as  his  dimpled  cheeks  and  full  red  lips  were 

merry.  Young  enough,  as  well,  to  display  his  man- 
hood as  though  it  were  a  wondrous  ornament  newly 

won  which  he  was  proud  to  possess  and  flaunt;  and 
old  enough  to  wear  his  body  as  though  he  knew  ex- 

actly what  every  nerve  and  bone  and  sinew  could 
do,  for  how  long,  how  well,  and  how  often. 

He  spoke,  but  Carolyn  missed  the  words,  though 
her  mother  laughed,  and  the  boy  laughed  too,  and 
with  that  his  dimples  deepened.  Silence  fell  between 
them,  then,  yet  not  silence,  for  the  looks  that  passed 
between  them  as  their  gazes  danced  and  dazzled 
were  epic  as  poetry.  Slowly,  her  mother  lifted  a  hand 

and  touched  the  boy's  shining  flesh,  gently,  just above  his  heart,  at  the  hollow  from  which  the 
strength  of  his  chest  flowed  out  in  broad  flat  mounds 
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and  soft-edged  angles.  Fingertips  only,  she  slid  it 
down  .  .  .  pausing  at  the  slit  of  his  navel,  then  mov- 

ing on.  He  murmured  something.  (Carolyn  eased 
even  closer,  yet  still  could  not  hear.)  Another 
laugh — a  shy  chuckle  that  could  have  been  either  of 
them — and  the  boy  took  the  hand  that  hovered 
above  his  supple  member  and  raised  it  to  his  lips. 

The  kiss  that  followed  was  electric.  Carolyn  felt  it 
as  her  mother  felt  it  (or  perhaps  she  was  her  mother 
now,  and  they  felt  that  soft  damp  nibble  as  one).  And 
then  the  boy  smiled  shyly  and  lowered  the  hand  to 
her  side — then  reached  out  and  undid  the  top  button 
on  her  dress.  The  second  followed,  and  the  third. 
With  the  fourth,  the  garment  slipped  to  the  ground, 
leaving  her  as  naked  as  her  partner.  Carolyn  felt  the 
brush  of  cool  wind  against  her  bare  skin  in  unex- 

pected places,  the  tingle  of  spray  from  the  more  per- 
sistent breakers,  the  softness  of  the  grass,  the 

warmth  of  the  boy's  breath  as  he  leaned  forward  to 
touch  his  lips  to  the  juncture  of  neck  and  shoulder. 

And  then,  so  subtly  she  was  not  sure  when  contact 
was  made,  his  hands  cupped  around  her  waist.  Very 
slowly,  oh  so  very  slowly,  they  slid  upward,  and  she 
knew  he  was  going  to  touch  her  breasts  an  ecstati- 

cally long  time  before  he  did;  and  that  prolonged  an- 
ticipation was  at  least  equal  to  the  actuality,  as  his 

hands  crept  ever  closer  first  to  the  outer  curve,  then 
around  their  silk-smooth  masses,  and  finally,  with 
thumbs  and  forefingers,  to  her  nipples.  She  shud- 

dered at  that,  and  moaned  softly,  and  before  she 
knew  it,  was  reaching  to  clasp  his  waist  (firm  and 
smooth  and  barely  damp  now),  and  to  send  her 

hands  questing,  less  expertly,  across  equivalent  ter- 
rain to  that  he  had  lately  conquered.  He  closed  his 

eyes;  tensed  and  shivered  like  a  luxuriating  cat  as 
her  hands  stroked  his  sides  and  his  chest  and  like- 
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wise  found  his  nipples.  She  bent  to  kiss  them,  and 
as  she  did,  something  brushed  her  thigh,  something 
stiff  and  warm  and  insistent,  that  probed  and  nuz- 

zled and  prodded  ever  higher. 
/  have  a  husband,  she  recalled  abruptly.  /  have  a 

child. 
I  will  never  love  a  man  as  beautiful  as  this  for 

the  rest  of  my  life.  He  is  like  one  of  the  sidhe.  He  is 

like — 

"Not  the  sidhe"  a  voice  soft  as  thought  murmured 
in  her  ear.  And  then,  with  the  slow  sure  force  of  the 
sea,  he  drew  her  to  him. 

For  a  long  time  they  stood  there,  locked  together, 
as  hands  found  new  mysteries  and  explored  them  all. 

He  never  kissed  her  again,  not  on  the  lips.  But  even- 
tually he  laid  her  down  on  a  carpet  of  grass  sur- 

rounded by  hazel,  and  what  followed  was  the  stuff  of 

legends — or  of  dreams. 
/  have  a  husband,  she  recalled  once  more,  as  he 

entered  her  with  the  inevitable  surety  of  a  glacier 
filling  a  valley. 

He  would  forgive  me  this,  if  he  could  ever  know 
its  like.  Already  I  know  things  about  my  body  I 
could  never  have  suspected.  Things  I  will  remem- 

ber and  show  him,  and  so  delight  him  anew. 

And  then  ecstasy  found  guilt's  hiding  place  and 
drowned  it  with  sweet  wine,  utterly. 

The  sun  had  been  high  in  the  sky  when  they 
joined.  When  they  broke  apart  at  last,  it  was  west- 

ering. The  breeze  had  softened,  but  still  bore 
warmth,  and  the  clouds  had  cleared.  The  sun  beat 
down  on  his  white  flesh  and  her  ivory.  With  his 
breath  sweet  against  her  shoulder  and  her  arms  tan- 

gled in  his  hair,  she  slept. 
When  she  awakened,  the  breath  that  warmed  her 

flesh  and  tickled  the  tiny  hairs  on  her  skin  was 
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warmer,  and  with  it  came  a  faint  animal  musk,  min- 
gled with  the  scent  of  the  sea.  And  the  fingers  that 

had  lost  themselves  in  thick  dark  hair  now  brushed 
something  very  like  plush  or  .  .  .  fur. 

And  yet  that  did  not  seem  curious,  though  she  let 
her  lids  drift  open. 

And  did  not  find  it  at  all  remarkable  that  the  boy 
who  had  lain  so  long  and  wonderfully  in  her  arms 
was  gone,  or  that  precisely  in  his  place  sprawled  a 
sleek  grey  seal.  It  was  watching  her,  with  black  eyes 
deep  as  the  caves  beneath  the  sea.  She  did  not  move, 
was  content  to  lie  and  remember.  Its  whiskers 

twitched,  and  its  lips  curled  ( — why  was  she  not 
shocked?  Why  was  she  not  frightened? — ),  and, 
very  softly,  very  slowly,  it  spoke,  in  a  voice  like  dry 

sand  abrading  ancient  boulders.  "You  are  the  Road 
to  the  Way. " 

Carolyn  started — and  at  once  was  no  longer  her 
mother,  but  was  looking  down  at  her  mother  from 
her  own  height.  The  seal  followed  her  with  its  gaze, 
as  though  it  had  watched  while  she  withdrew.  And 
then,  when  she  was  certain  she  was  totally  separate 

because  she  could  see  her  feet,  there  by  her  mother's 
drowsing  head,  it  spoke  again,  this  time  to  her.  "And 
you  are  the  one  the  dolphins  worship. " 

And  as  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith  stood  gaping,  the 

seal  slipped  from  within  her  mother's  arms  and 
made  its  awkward  way  to  the  sea. 

Her  eyes  misted.  She  looked  back  down  at  her 
mother,  who  dozed  again,  and  then  she  could  look 
no  longer.  Her  eyes  burned — and,  somewhere  at  vast 
remove,  her  skin  itched.  She  tried  to  knuckle  away 
the  tears,  but  when  she  lifted  her  lids  again,  it  was 
upon  a  square  of  golden  sunlight  dancing  across  the 
stuffed  seal  Rudy  had  brought  her  earlier  that  day, 
with  apologies  for  its  not  being  a  dolphin. 
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She  smiled  at  that,  and  tried  to  recall  that  mar- 
velous dream,  that  had  already  drifted  away  like 

smoke,  leaving  only  a  lingering  haze  of  delicate  erot- 
icism. She  was  sweating,  she  realized,  and  a  warm 

dampness  between  her  legs  spoke  well  of  what  she'd dreamed. 
Her  smile  widened,  and  she  scratched  absently  at 

a  particularly  violent  itch  along  her  side.  But  when 
she  moved  her  hand,  her  ringers  felt  odd.  Sticky, 
rather.  She  raised  them  curiously — and  was  shocked 
to  see  them  crimson  with  blood,  and  with  shreds  of 
skin  hanging  from  the  nails. 

That  brought  her  straight  up  in  bed — whereupon 
she  discovered  to  her  horror  that  she  had  clawed 

whole  sections  of  her  arms,  belly,  sides,  and  thighs 
raw.  Red  weals  showed  across  her  tan  flesh,  but  the 

burning — similar  to  that  which  had  afflicted  her  so 
suddenly  yesterday — was  rapidly  subsiding. 

Which  was  all  she  needed.  Probably  it  was  a  side 
effect  of  the  inductor — or  of  one  or  the  other  pills  or 

potions  they'd  pumped  into  her.  Or  maybe  it  was 
simply  stress.  Yeah,  that  was  it:  stress  rash  gone 
wild,  and  fertilized  to  excess  with  neurochemicals. 
The  problem  now  was  how  to  keep  Nesheim  or  one 
of  his  acolytes  from  noticing  and  digging  up  more 
esoterica  to  test  her  for. 

She  was  still  puzzling  over  that,  alternating  with 
trying  to  reconstruct  even  the  tiniest  bits  of  that 
wonderful  dream,  when  the  door  opened  and  The 
Man  Himself  poked  his  head  in.  He  squinted 
abruptly,  and  Carolyn  breathed  a  brief  thanks  to  the 
Irish  sun  god,  Lugh,  or  Huitzilopochtli,  his  Aztec 
equivalent,  that  her  sometime-tormentor  was  gazing 
right  into  the  sun  and  couldn't  see  these  latest  in- 
juries. 

The  squinting  continued  for  maybe  five  seconds, 
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then  shifted  to  an  uncertain  scowl.  "Cary?  You're 
not  supposed  to  be  conscious." 

"Fooled  you." 
A  grim  chuckle.  "Just  like  I  fooled  you." 
"How  so?" 

"We  needed  to  do  some  brain  stuff,  and  it  just 
seemed  easiest  to  put  you  under  for  that  while  we 

were  numbing  you  out  for  the  other." 
"Asshole." 

"Probably.  One  thing  though — seriously.  Just  an 
observation." 

"What?" 

"It  took  a  hell  of  a  lot  to  get  you  out.  In  fact,  it's 
taking  a  hell  of  a  lot  of  everything  to  have  any  effect 

on  you.  Not  your  fault,"  he  added.  "Just  curious.  You must  have  a  hell  of  a  will  to  live.  Or  an  endocrine 

system  from  Mars." 
"Maybe  I  do!"  Carolyn  snapped.  "Or  maybe  I'm 

just  hot  to  get  the  hell  out  of  here." 
Nesheim's  face  clouded.  "As  to  that — I'd  really  like 

to  keep  you  at  least  one  more  day." 
"You  wish." 
Silence,  while  she  glared  at  him,  and  his  expres- 

sion tried  a  number  of  alternatives  before  settling  on 

noncommittal  bland.  "Oh  well,"  he  sighed  finally,  as 
he  first  cocked  his  head  as  though  listening,  then 

pressed  a  spot  right  below  his  collarbone.  "It's  just 
as  well,  I  guess.  You  seem  to  have  a  .  .  .  visitor." 



Chapter  XVI: 
The  Great  Escape 
(PEORCI  Infirmary— Aztlan, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Friday,  September  2 — early  evening) 

"Jesus  Christ,  Cary!"  Kevin  gasped  into  the  phone 
at  the  PEORCI  Infirmary's  reception  desk.  "What 
the  hell  are  you  doin'  in  the  hospital?" 

They  were  the  first  words  he'd  said  to  her  in  three 
years. 

"Trying  to  get  out,"  his  sister  shot  back  so  vehe- 
mently he  hopped  away  from  the  viewer.  From  what 

he  could  see  of  her  room,  he  didn't  blame  her:  not  if 
the  masses  of  equipment  clumped  around  her  bed 

were  any  indication.  Cary  hated  hospitals — not  be- 
cause of  any  fear  of  pain  or  needles,  but  because 

when  you  were  in  one  you  were  no  longer  in  control 
of  yourself.  Your  time — your  very  body — was  not 
your  own.  And  to  a  control  freak  like  Cary,  that  was 
anathema. 

At  least  she  looked  okay — though  he  wasn't  sure 
he  liked  her  hair  that  short.  Had  it  really  been  three 

years  since  he'd  seen  her?  Three  years  since  the 
Schism?  Yet  except  for  the  haircut  and  a  touch  more 
tan,  she  looked  precisely  the  same. 

She  even  sported  the  same  expression  she'd  worn 
177 
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when  they'd  parted:  scarce-suppressed  anger.  But 
this  time  that  barely  leashed  fury  was  not  focused 
on  him.  He  hoped. 

"Yeah,  well,  it's  what  put  you  in  that  I'm  con- 
cerned about,"  he  confided.  "Nobody  out  here'll  tell 

me  shit!" 
"I'd  rather  tell  you  in  person." 
"It  serious?" 
A  wry  half  smile  told  him  frustration  had,  for  the 

nonce,  bridged  the  Schism.  "Either  so  serious  it's  not 
serious,  or  nothing  at  all;  the  jury's  still  out — as  is  a 
fair  bit  of  me  at  the  moment.  Snips  and  bits  only, 

lest  you  fear  the  worst,"  she  added,  with  stinging  sar- 
casm— toward  someone  out  of  visual  range  of  the 

phone,  he  suspected. 

"And  they  won't  let  you  out?" 
"I'm  working  on  that — "  whereupon  she  spared 

another  glare  at  the  nameless  Somebody.  "Where 
are  you,  anyway?" 

"In  the  lobby.  They  won't  let  me  in  to  see  you.  In 
fact,  I  had  a  devil  of  a  time  getting  this  far.  Fortu- 

nately the  security  guy  who  came  when  I  threatened 

that  smartass  box  at  your  gate  reads." 
"You  came  from  Eire?" 
"You  got  it." 
"When'd  you  get  in?" 
"An  hour  ago,  more  or  less." 
"Why?" 

"To  see  you." 
"Why?" 
"  'Cause  I  had  reason  to.  More  than  that .  .  .  well, 

to  use  your  excellent  phrase,  I'd  rather  tell  you  in 
person — and  in  private." 

Carolyn  gnawed  her  lip.  "We  would  seem  to  have 

a  problem." 
"I'd  say  so,"  Kevin  agreed  carefully. 
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"You  look  frazzled — worse  than  I  do,  in  fact.  What 

happened  to  your  cheek?" Kevin  touched  the  shrapnel  wound,  newly 

sheened  with  Spraskin.  He  chuckled  grimly.  "It's 
been  a  tough  couple  of  days.  And  I've  spent  the  last 
one  and  a  bit  tryin'  to  get  here.  When  I  left  for  the 
airport — which  I  did  not  do  from  home — they  were 

lettin'  planes  out.  Then  the  hurricane  shifted,  and 
they  weren't,  and  I  had  to  sit  in  the  lobby  at  Shan- 

non all  night.  And  somewhere  in  there  half  the 
power  in  Eire  went  out  and  I  had  a  devil  of  a  time 

accessin'  my  accounts  to  even  get  a  ticket,  never 
mind  spendin'  money.  Shoot,  you  know  how  it  is. 
Half  the  country's  on  fiber  optics  and  photocells,  the 
rest  still  runs  on  tubes  and  wires — and  burnin'  peat 
moss." 
A  sage  nod.  "It's  well  I  know  that,  lad." 
"And  that's  not  even  countin'  the  trouble  I  had 

findin'  you.  You  weren't  at  home,  and  your  house 
phone  didn't  know  where  to  connect  me.  I  thought 
everybody  here  had  one  of  those  implant-tattoo 

things." 
"They've  got  a  limited  range.  And  salt  water 

screws  'em  up — or  prolonged  exposure  does.  I  can't 
wear  one." 

"Which  isn't  gettin'  you  outta  here." 
Another  nod.  "Which  isn't  getting  me  out  of  here." 
Silence,  while  Carolyn  snipped  at  that  unseen 

Someone  again. 
Kevin  massaged  his  neck.  Lord,  he  was  tired; 

transatlantic  flights  did  that  to  him,  and  now  he  had 
to  live  the  day  over.  The  only  obvious  advantage  was 
that  time  and  fatigue  blurred  that  awful  image  that 
had  dogged  him  since  yesterday  in  Leenane:  Fir,  his 
could-be-friend,  lying  dead  by  the  side  of  the  sea,  his 
face  shattered,  his  body  shifting  to  that  of  a  seal. 
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Cryptic  words  leaking  from  his  lips  along  with  his 
life  .  .  . 

"You  appear  healthy  enough,"  Kevin  observed 
when  Cary  once  more  faced  him.  "Is  there  a  partic- 

ular reason  they  want  you  to  hang  around?" 
"Pound  of  flesh,  Kev.  Many,  many  pounds  of  flesh. 

I  think  they've  found  a  new  species  of  squid  that  only 
eats  human  flesh  and  are  using  me  as  donor." 

"You  don't  have  any  to  spare." 
"True.  But  seriously,  they  swore  they'd  let  me  out 

this  evening,  but  keep  coming  up  with  reasons  not 

to" — she  shot  a  glare  at  Whoever  It  Was — "like,  just 
now  they  put  me  under  without  telling  me,  and  when 
I  woke  up  sooner  than  I  was  supposed  to,  they  de- 

cided that  was  grounds  for  more  pokes  and  prods." 
Kevin  started  to  reply,  then  noted  a  stocky  Orien- 
tal woman  bustling  down  the  corridor.  She  seemed 

vaguely  familiar.  Then  he  had  it:  Mary  Hasegawa. 
Gary  had  worked  for  her  back  in  Monaco.  Before  the 
Schism. 

The  woman  paused,  staring  at  him  as  though  he 
were  a  magic  creature  himself — which,  as  a  novelist, 

he  in  a  sense  was.  "Oh,"  she  burst  out.  "Kevin!" 
"And  you're  Dr.  Hasegawa,  as  I  recall." 
"I  am." 
Kevin  nodded  toward  the  screen.  "So  .  .  .  what's 

wrong  with  her?" 
A  narrow-eyed  scowl,  as  composure  returned. 

"She  didn't  tell  you?" 

"Tell  her  she  promised,  Kev,"  Carolyn's  image 
broke  in.  "Tell  her  we  made  a  bargain." 

Kevin  didn't  know  how  to  react. 

"Tell  her  you're  a  frigging  poet  and  will  write  a 
satire  about  her!  That  used  to  work  even  against 

kings  back  home." 
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Hasegawa  opened  her  mouth — 
"Never  mind!"  Carolyn  snapped  abruptly.  "Phone 

off."  Whereupon  the  screen  went  blank.  Kevin 
flopped  against  the  wall.  "Oughta  be  about  a  min- 

ute," he  informed  his  companion,  with  a  smirk. 
"Until  what?" 

"That  was  her  'Enough  of  this  shit'  tone.  Woe  be- 
tide anyone  who  gets  in  her  way  now." 

"You  don't  mean—" 

"Oh  yes,  I  absolutely  do!  Look,  here  she  comes." 
And  it  was  true.  For  striding  down  a  corridor  to 

his  left,  with  nigh  on  a  dozen  frantic  medical  types 
in  tow,  came  his  sister. 

Small  she  might  have  been,  but  so  was  black 
plague  bacillus,  and  she  was  cutting  a  swath  through 
the  assembling  bureaucracy  like  that  which  had  dec- 

imated Europe  all  those  years  ago.  Dressed  in  a  hos- 
pital gown,  she  likewise  was,  but  she  was  a  Gelt,  and 

Celts  ran  naked  into  battle.  Boudicca  of  the  Iceni 

had  been  praised  for  her  great  white  arms;  Cary's 
were  thin  and  tanned,  yet  none  seemed  like  to  stand 
before  her.  He  grinned  as  she  pressed  onward.  Only 
with  difficulty  did  he  remember  that  they  were  sup- 

posed to  be  pissed  at  each  other. 
She  had  outstripped  her  detainers  now,  and  the 

rumble  of  their  protests  rode  the  wave  of  her  fury 
ahead  of  her.  She  was  in  high  dudgeon:  the  anger  he 
called  her  warp-spasm,  so  much  did  it  remind  him 

of  Cuchulain's  mythical  rages. 
"You  can  release  me,  or  you  can  fire  me,"  she  told 

Hasegawa  when  she  gained  the  lobby  proper.  "Either 
way,  I'm  not  staying  here  a  minute  longer.  You  guys 
play  Frankenstein  with  what  you've  got.  Recalibrate 
your  machines,  and  then — maybe — I'll  come  back 
like  the  good  girl  you  want  me  to  be.  But  meanwhile 

there's  a  whole  ocean  full  of  cetaceans  at  risk  out 
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there,  which  nobody  but  me  seems  concerned 

about,  and  I'll  go  out  in  a  rowboat  if  necessary  to  find 
out  what's  going  on!  I  feel  better  than  I  have  in  .  .  . 
centuries.  And  my  brother,  with  whom  I'm  officially 
incommunicado,  has  just  turned  up  in  the  lee  of  a 

hurricane,  for  no  reason  he's  yet  been  allowed  pri- 
vacy to  explain!" 

"Way  to  go!"  Kevin  cheered. 
"Way  to  go!"  another  male  voice  echoed.  Kevin 

turned  to  see  a  slender  Hispanic  youth  standing  be- 
hind him.  Unlike  most  of  the  folks  about,  he  was 

casually  dressed — in  pink  tank  top,  white  shorts, 
and  gold  sneakers.  Off  duty,  perhaps?  The  fellow 
smiled  as  Kevin  caught  his  eye,  then  did  a  double 
take. 

"You're  Gary's  brother!  The  famous  one!" 
"So  it  appears." 
The  gaze  crept  upward.  "Like  the  hair!" 
Kevin  smiled  back.  He'd  wondered  how  what 

passed  for  cutting  edge  in  backwater  Eire  would  play 
in  red-hot  Aztlan.  The  place  was  supposed  to  be  the 
tech  capital  of  the  western  hemisphere,  built  by  the 
OAS  and  a  consortium  of  megacorps  to  put  the  Fear 
of  God  into  Nippon,  Inc.,  and  Euro,  Ltd.  But  the  folks 

he'd  observed  in  the  airport  seemed  to  practice  a 
more  conservative  aesthetic  than  he'd  expected. 
Young  most  of  'em  may  have  been;  but  baggy  com- 

fort instead  of  flash  marked  Aztlan's  prevailing  style. 
He'd  seen  exactly  one  person  with  jewel-toned  locks, and  no  one  with  an  electric  blue  blaze. 

On  the  other  hand,  as  this  lad  had  noted,  he  was 
famous. 

"Now  see  here,  Gary!"  someone — her  doctor, 
probably,  to  judge  by  his  lab  coat  and  stethoscope — 

was  protesting.  "You  can't  just — " 
"It's  a  free  country,  I'm  a  free  person,  and  if  I  have 
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to  I'll — I'll  claim  political  asylum  and  defect!" 
"But  the  tests!  We  have  no  idea — " 
"You've  had  time  to  come  up  with  plenty  of  ideas," 

Carolyn  shot  back,  "precious  few  of  which  you've 
deigned  to  share  with  me — to  whom,  let  me  assure 

you,  it's  of  more  interest  than  you  might  imagine. 
But  we've  dealt  with  the  death  thing,  okay?  And 
that's  a  maybe  thing,  and  it's  over.  I'm  alive  now, 
and  intend  to  prove  it  by  example." 
The  doctor — Nesheim  was  the  name  on  his 

badge — glanced  imploringly  at  Hasegawa. 

The  woman  gnawed  her  lip.  "I  promised  her." 
Then,  to  Carolyn:  "I  promised,  and  I  suppose  I'd  best 
hold  up  my  end.  But  Cary,  do  try  to  cooperate.  How 

about  we  strike  another  compromise?" 
Carolyn  eyed  her  suspiciously.  "What  kind  of 

compromise?" 
"You  work  half  a  day  on  the  mutilations,  and  then 

we  work  half  a  day  on  you." 
Carolyn  shook  her  head.  "Three  days  for  me,  one 

for  you." 
"Two  and  one." 

"There's  room  to  negotiate." 
Kevin's  stomach  growled  ominously.  "Is  it  possi- 

ble," he  inserted  with  a  facility  that  surprised  him, 
"that  this  diplomacy  could  be  conducted  over  din- 

ner? I've  not  had  a  good  meal  in  two  days.  I'm  sick 
of  airports  that  have  no  planes,  teller  machines  that 
have  no  cash,  and  phones  that  connect  you  to  static 
or  stressed-out  schoolgirls.  Since  I  seem  to  be  here 

in  Disneyland  South,  I'd  as  soon  enjoy  it.  A  spoonful 
of  sugar,  and  all  that." 

Carolyn  lifted  an  eyebrow  delicately.  "You've  got 
medicine  for  me?" 

"I've  got .  .  .  information  for  you." 
"Well,"  Hasegawa  sighed  resignedly.  "Since  nego- 
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tiations  seem  to  be  derailed,  I  suppose  I'd  best  make 
the  best  of  the  situation.  Very  well:  Dr.  Nesheim,  I 
request  that  you  release  Carolyn  to  either  me  or  her 

brother  here.  I  swear  I'll  return  her  as  soon  as  I  can. 
In  the  meantime — " 

"Food,"  Kevin  and  Carolyn  chorused  as  one.  "Lots 
and  lots  of  food!" 

"Food,"  the  young  man  beside  him  chimed  in. 
"Yeah,  that  sounds  good — and  a  night  on  the  town. 
Con  mucha  cerveza"  he  added — possibly  for  Kev- 

in's benefit,  since  his  US-style  English  was  excellent. 
Carolyn  scowled.  "I'd  hoped  to  get  out  to  the 

boat." 
Kevin  gaped.  "But  we  need  to  talk — " 
"We  can  talk  there.  Unlike  you,  my  job  allows  me 

to  do  two  things  at  once — occasionally  three." 
Hasegawa  shook  her  head.  "Sorry,  but  no.  You  can 

quit  if  you  want,  but  you  need  to  decompress  away 

from  all  this."  She  eyed  Kevin  skeptically.  "You  too, 
by  the  looks  of  you." 

"I  know  just  the  place,"  the  youth  enthused. 
Hasegawa  eyed  him  coldly.  "I  don't  remember  that 

you  were  party  to  the  negotiations,  Rudy." 
"It's  typical  to  have  a  neutral  observer." 
"You're  hardly  neutral." 
The  youth — Rudy? — eyed  Carolyn  wistfully. 

"How  'bout  if  I  pay?"  Kevin  wondered  suddenly  if 
the  lad  was  sweet  on  his  sis.  He  appeared  a  year  or 
two  younger,  but  with  a  smile  like  that,  he  imagined 

she'd  find  him  hard  to  resist.  Besides,  Dad  had  been 
younger  than  Mom. 

"Done  deal,"  Hasegawa  conceded,  then  turned 
back  to  Carolyn.  "I'm  willing  to  sign  you  out,  but 
only  on  the  condition  that  I  keep  tabs  on  you  until 

you're  safely  home.  After  that — I  suppose  I  can  rely 
on  your  brother." 
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"I'm  very  reliable,"  Kevin  agreed  instantly. 
"You  are  not!"  Carolyn  teased. 
"What's  this  place  you  were  talking  about?"  Has- 

egawa  asked  sullenly,  glaring  at  the  smirking  Rudy. 

"It's  one  of  those  ethnic  clubs  down  in  Sinsynsen." 
"Sinsynsen?"  From  Kevin. 
"A  fringe  district  that's  part  of  the  Zone,  but  not 

part  of  the  City,"  Carolyn  supplied.  "It's  from  syn- 
thesis, sensation — and  sin,  though  they  keep  close 

tabs  on  the  latter." 
"This  place  have  a  name?"  Hasegawa  persisted. 
"The  Medicine  Wheel,"  Rudy  supplied.  "Shall  I 

give  you  a  hand  with  those  forms?" 
Hasegawa  glared  at  him.  Nesheim  threw  up  his 

hands  and  stalked  away.  Carolyn  and  Kevin  ex- 
ploded in  laughter.  It  had  been  a  long  time  since 

they'd  done  that,  Kevin  realized,  far  too  long. 
Abruptly,  he  reached  out  to  his  sister  and  hugged 

her.  She  hugged  back.  "I  need  to  clean  up  and 
change,"  she  whispered,  as  she  pushed  away.  "Back 
in  a  flash." 

Kevin  could  only  stare,  first  at  his  sister's  depart- 
ing back,  then,  in  bemused  resignation,  at  Hasegawa 

and  Rudy.  Hasegawa  scowled  and  followed  Carolyn. 
Rudy  gnawed  his  lip  contritely.  Kevin  raised  an  eye- 

brow, and  extended  a  hand.  "We  haven't  met  yet — 
officially — though  you  seem  to  know  who  /  am." 

"Couldn't  miss  you,"  the  fellow  admitted,  taking 
the  hand  in  a  friendly  grasp.  "I'm  Rudy  Ramirez." 

"Mexico?" 

"Madrid,  by  way  of  Miami." 
"You  work  with  my  sis?" 
"Kind  of.  Actually,  we  both  work  for  Hasegawa. 

Cary  does  real  research;  I've  got  an  MS  in  marine  bi. 
from  Miami,  but  was  hired  as  a  photographer.  I  also 
troubleshoot  electronics — which  the  environment 
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around  here  requires  more  of  than  you  might  think. 
Oh,  and  I  seem  to  have  become  official  driver;  I  dive 
occasionally.  And  I  do  monitor  duty,  like  everybody 

else." "You  seem  to  be  .  .  .  fond  of  her." 

A  shrug.  "She's  real — single-minded,  but  real." 
"You've  got  that  right,"  Kevin  acknowledged,  peer- 
ing speculatively  down  the  corridor.  "It's  none  of  my 

business  anyway,"  he  continued.  "If  she  likes  you, 
I'm  cool." 

"Warm,  I'd  say,"  Ramirez  chuckled. 
"Huh?" 

"You're  not  exactly  dressed  for  the  climate." 
Kevin  glanced  down  at  his  borrowed  traveling 

togs:  dark  cords,  gray  loose-knit  sweater  worn  over 
a  button-down  shirt  of  extremely  old-fashioned 

cut — rejects  all,  from  McMillan-the-Younger's  days 
at  boarding  school.  The  gaudier  selections  were  in 

his  duffel  bag,  also  borrowed.  "I  .  .  .  left  in  a  hurry, 
in  the  rain.  It's  thirty  degrees  cooler  there  than 

here." Ramirez  puffed  his  cheeks,  then  eyed  Kevin  up 

and  down.  "You're  about  my  size.  Wait  here  a  sec,  I 
think  I  can  help."  And  with  that  he  darted  through 
the  glass  outer  doors,  to  return  an  instant  later  with 
a  pile  of  clothing.  Earth  tones,  Kevin  noted.  Soft  fab- 

rics, loose  weaves.  Oh  well,  when  in  Rome  .  .  .  or  Az- 
tlan  .  .  . 

"Just  the  thing  for  a  night  on  the  town,"  Ramirez 
confided.  "And  if  you  hurry,  you  might  still  beat  your 

sis." Kevin  took  the  clothing,  located  a  loo,  and  began 
to  change.  Jesus,  but  things  were  happening  fast.  Not 

what  he'd  expected  at  all.  He'd  spent  most  of  the 
flight — shoot,  most  of  the  last  day-and-something 
trying  to  decide  exactly  how  to  tell  Gary  about  the 
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selkie  and  its  cryptic  message.  He'd  rehearsed  a 
dozen  conversations,  a  score  of  opening  lines  de- 

pending on  how  he  read  her  mood.  In  some  he  got 
right  to  the  point,  in  others  he  beat  around  the  bush. 
In  this  one  he  alluded  to  the  Schism,  in  that  one  he 
ignored  it. 

What  he  had  not  counted  on  was  chaos  on  Gary's 
end.  He  didn't  like  chaos,  was  the  original  linear 
thinker,  at  his  best  in  solitary  one-on-ones.  Parties 
were  fine,  but  not  for  revelations  of  the  sort  he  had 
to  make.  And  nobody  seemed  to  have  noticed  that 

he  did  have  something  important  to  say — which 

meant  God  only  knew  when  he'd  get  a  chance  to  talk 
to  Gary  solo.  Not  at  dinner — not  likely.  So  hopefully 
afterward,  either  at  her  place,  if  she  invited  him,  or 

the  hotel  he'd  booked  if  she  didn't.  It  was  nearly 
seven  now,  the  watch  in  his  head  informed  him, 
when  he  thought  at  it.  Revelation  seemed  unlikely 

before  ten  or  eleven — assuming  he  could  make  it 
that  long,  tired  as  he  was. 

Sighing,  he  sealed  his  boots,  then  peered  specu- 
latively at  the  blue  blaze  in  his  hair,  which,  though 

fading,  still  showed  embarrassingly  bright.  Ramirez 
had  been  right  about  the  clothes,  though:  the  stuff 
was  comfortable.  The  baggy  off-white  pants  were  no 
different  from  the  ones  back  home,  save  that  they 
closed  with  hand-sized  Velcro  triangles  instead  of 
drawstrings,  though  the  color  would  have  drawn 
mud  like  flies  in  most  of  Eire.  And  once  he  got  it  on, 
the  tan  tunic  (basically  a  pair  of  inverted  trapezoids 
with  a  slitted  neck  hole  in  the  front  half)  felt  similar 
to  the  sleeved  Eirish  type  as  well.  Upon  considera- 

tion, he  decided  the  main  difference,  style  wise,  was 
that  here  folks  wore  their  tunics  unbelted,  to  fall  in 
soft  folds  just  past  the  crotch  and  elbows,  screening 
the  upper  arms  from  a  sun  he  imagined  could  be 
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pretty  virulent.  But  the  loose  weave  and  open  arm- 
pits and  hem  allowed  maximum  access  to  whatever 

breezes  happened  by,  thereby  providing  relief  from 
the  heat.  With  all  those  reflective  glass  buildings 
around,  that  had  to  be  a  major  consideration.  He 
wondered  what  the  place  would  do  without  air- 
conditioning. 

Hasegawa  had  rejoined  Rudy  when  he  returned  to 
the  lobby,  having  swapped  her  corporate  smock  for 
a  tunic  similar  to  his,  but  in  grayed-green  instead  of 
tan.  She  seemed  marginally  less  harried — or  more 
resigned.  Even  as  he  started  to  greet  her,  he  saw  Car- 

olyn jogging  down  the  corridor. 
She  looked  much  better  than  before,  solely  be- 

cause of  the  combination  of  shower  and  antici- 
pation, since  he  knew  for  a  fact  she  loathed 

makeup.  She  too  was  dressed  much  as  he,  save 
that  she  wore  her  pants  above  sandals,  and  her 
tunic  was  stark  white,  longer  of  tail,  and  shorter 

of  "sleeve." 
"Lookin'  good,"  Kevin  told  her. 
"You  too." 

Ramirez,  who'd  begun  to  fidget,  edged  toward  the 
door,  then  froze.  "Who's  driving?"  he  asked.  "I'm  on 

my  bike." "I  can,"  Carolyn  volunteered  instantly. 
"You  cannot!"  Hasegawa  shot  back.  "I  absolutely 

forbid  it — besides,  it's  a  half-klik  hike." 
"And  only  a  two-seater,"  Rudy  noted.  "Dr.  Hase- 

gawa?" "Mine's  still  charging.  I  didn't  expect  to  have  to — " 
"Fine,"  Kevin  interrupted.  "We  can  take  my  rental 

car."  He  steered  them  toward  the  sleek  gold  Ford 
Auriga  sedan  he'd  chosen  at  the  airport. 

"Nice,"  Rudy  observed  appreciatively,  as  he 
stepped  toward  the  back  door. 
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"Glad  you  like  it,"  Kevin  replied.  "In  fact — you 
drive.  Gary  and  me'll  take  her  car — assuming  you 
don't  mind  if  I  drive  it,"  he  added,  looking  as  much 
at  Hasegawa  as  at  his  sister.  "That  way  we  can  get  a 
little  time  alone.  You  can  drop  us  off  there,  Rudy. 

We'll  follow." 

"I  give  up,"  Hasegawa  muttered.  "Sure." 
Carolyn  shot  him  a  sharp  glance  but  nodded  as 

well.  "If  it's  gonna  be  like  old  times — I  guess  it  really 
should  be  like  old  times.  What's  mine  is  yours  and 
vice  versa." 

"Except  for  opinions,"  Kevin  murmured,  as  he 
showed  her  into  the  back  of  the  Auriga.  "But  I  prom- 

ise not  to  get  into  that  unless  I  have  to." 

"That's  a  hell  of  a  view,"  Kevin  observed  ten 
minutes  later,  nodding  to  the  right  as  he  urged  the 
MX-Z  up  to  speed  on  the  Aztlan  beltway. 

"I've  always  thought  so,"  Carolyn  agreed.  "That 
big  gold  pile's  the  OAS  pyramid — it's  an  exact  copy 
of  the  Pyramid  of  the  Sun  at  Teotihuacan,  except 

that  it's  faced  entirely  with  mirror-glass.  And  those 
lower  green  and  silver  ones  on  this  side  are  the  Ca- 

nadian and  US  complexes — they're  clones  of  the  Pyr- 
amid of  the  Moon.  Oh,  and  the  blood  red  job  just 

coming  into  view  behind  OAS  is  Mexico's,  and  be- 
yond it,  Brazil's  and  Peru's." 

"I'm  impressed,"  Kevin  said — and  was. 
"I  thought  you  would  be,"  Carolyn  chuckled, 

"given  your  fondness  for  monumental  architecture." 
Kevin  shot  her  a  good-natured  glare. 

"So  what's  the  deal?"  she  continued  seriously. 
They  had  just  passed  the  solar-powered  desaliniza- 
tion/hydrogen  cracking  facility  to  the  left,  and  were 
closing  hard  on  the  Ministry  of  Trade. 

"I  was  just  going  to  ask  you  the  same  question," 
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he  chuckled — to  mask  a  sudden  case  of  nerves.  Was 
now  the  time?  he  wondered.  Would  there  be  time  to 
even  get  started  on  his  stuff? 

"It .  .  .  strains  credibility,"  Carolyn  sighed,  set- 
tling back  in  her  seat. 

"So  does  mine." 

"Why  am  I  not  surprised?" 
"When  did  yours  begin?" 
"Yesterday  morning,  our  time." 
Kevin  thought  for  a  moment.  "Which  would  have 

been  yesterday  afternoon  my  time.  Which  means 

mine's  been  going  on  longer,  which  means  it'll  prob- 
ably take  longer  to  set  out  right." 

"Which  means  I  go  first,"  Carolyn  concluded. 
"Though  be  warned,  this  is  just  the  short  form." 

And  for  the  next  fifteen  minutes,  she  talked.  They 
were  nearing  the  Sinsynsen  exit  when  she  finished. 

"So  what  do  you  think?"  she  prompted. 
Kevin  exhaled  slowly.  "I  don't  know  what  to  think. 

I'm  not  up  on  the  nuances  of  science — or  medicine, 
given  that  I've  spent  exactly  one  night  in  the  hospital 
in  my  life.  What  do  you  think?" 

Carolyn  looked  at  him  squarely.  "Stress,"  she  said 
flatly.  "Stress  of  worrying  about  the  dolphin  muti- 

lations, coupled  with  the  stress  of  the  attack  equals 

mondo  will  to  live.  That's  what  makes  most  sense  to 
me.  People  have  been  known  to  perform  extraordi- 

nary feats  when  sufficiently  frightened  or  angry.  I've 
even  got  secondary  symptoms:  stress  rash,  and  all 

that." Silence. 

"Your  turn." 

"How  long  do  we  have?" 
"Five  minutes?" 

"No  time,  then.  And  there  really  is  no  short  form." 
"Hint?" 
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Kevin  took  a  very  deep  breath.  "Magic/'  he  whis- 
pered at  last.  "What  do  you  think  of  magic?" 

Carolyn  shifted  her  gaze  to  stare  out  the  window. 

"You're  not  being  silly,  are  you?" 
"No." 

A  long  pause.  Then:  "I  believe  that  there  exist  phe- 
nomena that,  by  the  standards  of  our  present  knowl- 

edge, it  is  convenient  to  ascribe  to  what  in  the  past 
has  been  termed  magic.  But  I  also  believe  that  the 
universe  is  ultimately  explicable.  That  if  magic  ex- 

ists, it's  explainable  by  natural  law — undiscovered 
law,  perhaps,  but  natural  law." Silence. 

"What  do  you  think?"  she  asked  eventually. 
Intent  on  following  Ramirez  through  a  particularly 

intricate  tangle  of  traffic,  he  did  not  respond  imme- 
diately. Only  when  he  had  locked  in  behind  the  Au- 

riga in  the  exit  lane  did  he  reply. 

"I  don't  know,  either,"  he  admitted.  "I  believe 
there's  a  need  for  wonder  and  the  unexplained  in  the 
universe.  Which  I  guess  means  that  I'd  like  to  believe 
in  magic.  But — " 

"You  don't  need  magic  for  that,"  Carolyn  broke 
in.  "For  everything  science  explains,  it  reveals  an- 

other mystery.  Like  this  project  I'm  working  on — 
the  dolphin  mutilations.  Just  when  we  thought  we 
knew  everything  about  cetacean  behavior — or  at 
least  that  there  were  no  new  phenomena  to  ob- 

serve— bang — out  of  the  blue  comes  this  spate  of 
mutilations  that  are  completely  unprecedented,  so 

far  as  we  can  tell,  in  history." 
"So  are  seasonal  hurricanes  in  Eire,"  Kevin  coun- 

tered, as  he  took  the  exit  Ramirez  had  signaled,  and 
swung  the  car  in  a  tight  loop — which  the  Auriga  ap- 

peared to  handle  as  easily  as  the  smaller  car. 

"We've  a  small  sample  to  base  that  assumption 
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on,"  Carolyn  replied.  "We  don't  know  what  the 
weather  was  like  there  ten  thousand  years  ago,  not 
specifically  enough  to  preclude  the  existence  of  sea- 

sonal hurricanes." 
"We  don't  know  that  orcas  didn't  bite  the  fore- 

heads out  of  dolphins,  either!" 
"We  have  precedent." 
"We  also  have  okapis  and  mountain  gorillas,  nei- 

ther of  which  were  known  to  white  men  until  early 
last  century.  Or  sasquatches,  for  that  matter,  early 

in  this." 
"And  we  have  now  arrived,"  Carolyn  observed, 

with  relief.  "I  guess  your  big  stuff  11  have  to  wait  until 

later." 
"I  guess  it  will,"  Kevin  grumbled,  as  he  swung  the 

car  into  a  parking  lot  beside  a  sloping  sandcrete  wall, 

atop  which  a  steep-roofed  building  closely  resem- 
bled a  larger  version  of  some  reconstructed  Iron  Age 

houses  he'd  seen  back  in  Eire — save  that  these 
sported  Hopi  panels. 

"Later,  then,"  he  sighed.  "I  promise.  And  I  know 
what  promises  mean  to  you." 

"Magic,"  Carolyn  mused  aloud.  "I  wonder  what 
that  was  leading  up  to." 

And  with  that  she  took  his  hand,  and  followed  the 
rest  of  the  party  inside. 



Chapter  WW. 
Something  Fishy 
This  Way  Comes 

(Kituwah  Embassy — Aztlan, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Friday,  September  2 — early  evening) 

.  .  .  drifting  .  .  . 

...  or  floating:  he  does  not  know  what  means  it  is 
by  which  he  moves  along.  The  single  certainty  is  that 
it  is  languorously  pleasant,  like  swimming  without 
breath  or  dread  of  drowning,  like  flying  without 
wings  or  fearing  to  fall  .  .  . 

That  which  he  traverses  is  too  thin  for  water,  too 
thick  for  air.  It  contains  no  color  save  that  of  smoke 

spread  upon  high  thin  breezes,  of  warm  rain  misting 
from  a  cloudless  sky.  He  breathes  deeply  of  it,  sa- 

voring it.  Perfect  peace,  perfect  comfort,  perfect 

joy. 
/  dream,  he  tells  himself.  /  am  Thunderbird  Dev- 

lin O'Connor,  and  I  dream. 
He  stares  down  at  himself,  wondering  if  he  even 

has  a  body.  He  is  naked,  and  an  unsourced  light 
gleams  across  his  skin,  casting  him  from  flesh  to  cop- 

per bronze. 
/  am  aware  of  this  dream,  he  adds.  /  do  not  often 

know  that  I  dream  when  I  dream. 

193 
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It  is  not  often  worth  knowing,  a  rough-edged  voice 
answers — in  his  ears  or  mind  alone,  he  is  not  certain. 

Here!  Behind  you,  it  chuckles. 

He  whirls  about — and  dampness  seeps  beneath 
his  feet,  where  he  stands  on  sloped  stone  shoals  be- 

side a  quick-flowing  stream.  Trees  stand  beyond, 
dark  boughs  gauzed  in  foggy  gray.  The  nearer  show 
the  ghosts  of  color.  Cedar,  he  observes.  Holly — 
spruce — pine:  the  trees  of  vigilance. 
Movement  by  the  nearer  bank  draws  his  gaze.  A 

raccoon  looks  up  at  him,  eyes  sparkling  like  midwin- 
ter stars  within  the  mask  that  binds  them. 

Did  you  speak?  he  inquires  politely.  And  does  not 
think  it  odd  to  thus  address  a  beast.  After  all,  though 
himself  of  wolf  clan,  he  has  come  to  think  of  the 

raccoon  as  his  totem,  his  spirit  guide — his  nahual; 
though  the  Ani-Yunwiya — the  Cherokee — do  not 
concern  themselves  with  such  notions. 

/  spoke,  the  raccoon  affirms,  pausing  to  flip  a 
handsome  crawfish  farther  up  the  shelf.  Did  you 
know  that  Red  Crawfish  made  the  world? 

I  have  heard  that  speculated,  'Bird  replies  care- 
fully. 

What  do  you  think?  the  raccoon  wonders. 

J  think  that  which  makes  most  sense  to  me,  'Bird 
tells  it  after  a  pause.  /  think  that  all  the  matter  in 
the  universe  was  compressed  into  a  ball  ten  billion 
years  ago,  and  that  it  then  exploded. 

The  Big  Bang? 
You  have  heard  of  it? 
Not  only  heard  of  it.  I  heard  it.  But  that  ball  from 

which  everything  was  made  was  only  the  ball  of 
mud  Red  Crawfish  brought  upfront  the  Deep.  And 
the  bang  itself,  merely  his  claws  clicking  together 
when  he  let  it  fall. 
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'Bird  considers  this.  Who  are  you?  he  inquires  at 
last. 

/  am  the  Ancient  of  Raccoons,  the  Raccoon  an- 
swers. /  have  been  asked  to  assure  that  you  witness 

certain  things. 
What  things? 
The  Raccoon  waves  its  right  paw  downstream. 

That  way.  When  you  see  a  man,  watch  him  closely. 

'Bird  starts  that  way,  then  hesitates  and  turns. Who  said  to  tell  me  this? 

You  will  know  soon  enough,  the  Raccoon  mum- 
bles, intent  upon  its  meal. 

Another  pause.  Then:  Thank  you  for  your  gra- 
cious counsel,  most  excellent  Ancient  One.  Wado. 

You  can  thank  me  by  doing  what  I  asked,  the 
Raccoon  growls,  and  deftly  rips  off  a  claw. 

'Bird  hears  crunchings  a  fair  while  longer.  Loud  as 
thunder  they  sound,  but  that  does  not  trouble  him 
as  he  trots  beside  the  brook.  It  enters  a  wood,  and 
he  paces  it.  It  crosses  a  meadow,  and  he  jogs  beside. 
Another  wood  gives  way  to  a  glade,  edging  a  rocky 

bank.  'Bird  realizes  he  is  weary.  He  slumps  against 
a  cedar,  then  sprawls  among  its  roots,  panting  while 
he  watches  the  dancing  water,  while  the  tune  it  plays 
upon  the  rocks  lulls  him  into  lethargy. 
Movement! 

It  wakes  his  eyes,  but  he  does  not  shift  from  where 
he  lazes.  A  white  man  walks  from  the  woods,  per- 

haps ten  long-strides  distant.  He  is  middle-sized  and 
red-haired,  slim  but  not  truly  skinny.  A  pair  of  baggy 
checked  trousers  hang  from  narrow  hips:  his  only 
garment.  He  squats  by  the  stream,  studies  it  a  spell, 
then  rocks  back  on  his  haunches,  and  from  a  waist 
pouch  removes  a  finely  knotted  net.  This  he  attaches 
to  an  arm-long  stick  with  a  shoulder-wide  hoop  at 
the  end.  That  accomplished,  he  scoots  to  the  brink 
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of  the  bank  and  waits,  eyes  focused  on  the  water. 

'Bird  leans  forward,  fascinated. 
Movement! 

With  one  smooth  graceful  sweep,  the  man  whips 
the  net  through  the  brook  and  back  to  shore.  Some- 

thing weights  it  now,  something  wet  and  gleaming, 

like  water  magicked  into  metal  and  forged  into  fish's 
form.  A  heavy  body  flops  against  hard  granite — yet 
it  is  not  the  sound  of  flesh  on  rock,  but  of  a  fist  upon 

a  gong.  It  echoes,  too,  rising  through  'Bird's  feet  and 
legs  and  buttocks  to  stir  his  heart  and — eventually — 
his  innermost  soul. 

The  man  scrambles  up  beside  the  fish  and  frees  it. 

It  is  a  salmon,  which  perplexes  'Bird,  for  surely 
salmon  only  inhabit  northern  climes,  and  this  place 

mirrors  his  native  North  Carolina,  though  the  man's 
garb  is  utterly  wrong. 

Abruptly,  he  has  a  chill.  He  has  remembered 
something  that  troubled  him  not  long  ago,  and  has 
never  truly  ceased  to  haunt  him. 

Not  a  day  past  he  has  likewise  dreamed  of  a  fish- 
erman and  a  miraculous  catch.  That  fish  skinned 

he  who  hooked  it.  'Bird  fears  to  see  such  like  again. 
He  rises  all  in  one  swift  rush.  Almost  he  whoops  out 
a  warning. 

Yet  something  about  that  salmon  gives  him  pause. 
/  have  met  the  Ancient  of  Raccoons,  he  reminds 
himself.  Perhaps  that  is  the  Ancient  of  Salmon. 
How  do  I  know  that?  another  aspect  demands. 
/  know,  he  counters  himself.  Here,  in  this  place, 

I  know! 
The  man  has  freed  the  salmon  now,  but  has  made 

no  move  to  dress  or  cook  it.  Rather,  he  slides  it  into 
a  shallow  depression  in  the  stone,  then  removes  a 
second  bag  from  his  waist,  upends  it,  and  squeezes. 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  197 

Ruddy  liquid  sprays  into  the  fish's  gasping  mouth.  A 
sharp,  tart  scent  invades  the  air. 

Wine,  'Bird  realizes.  He  feeds  the  salmon  wine! 
The  salmon  swallows,  then  opens  its  mouth 

again — and  speaks,  though  'Bird  cannot  make  out 
the  words  at  such  remove.  Nor  can  the  man  it  seems; 
for  he  bends  close  to  hear.  Eventually  he  nods  and 
begins  to  sing.  The  salmon  joins  in,  their  voices  in 

harmony  like  mountain  waters  merging,  the  man's 
tones  low,  the  salmon's  high  and  clear. 

'Bird  is  enchanted.  He  eases  closer.  .  .  . 
He  slips  behind  the  man,  and  surely  so  near  he 

could  hear  the  words  distinctly. 
Yet  he  cannot.  They  are  not  English,  these  words. 

And  then,  without  change,  they  are!  But  'Bird  still 
cannot  understand  them.  He  knows  them  when  they 
enter  his  ear;  his  brain  supplies  images;  yet  when  he 
would  grasp  the  whole,  they  vanish:  are  waiting,  yes, 
but  not  to  be  assembled  into  sense  at  his  command. 

And  yet  the  song  continues.  It  is  beautiful,  and 

'Bird  wants  desperately  to  join  in,  yet  dares  not. Yet  he  must! 

Still  silently,  still  fearing  to  disturb  this  wonder 

lest  it  shatter  like  unseen  glass,  'Bird  slips  back  to 
the  forest,  to  where  he  has  glimpsed  the  trunk  of  a 
fallen  tree,  with  a  broken  limb  beside  it.  He  kneels 
beside  one  and  lifts  the  other.  The  singing  never 

ceases,  indeed,  is  louder:  a  joy  to  'Bird's  ears. 
And,  reverently  and  with  caution,  he  taps  the 

trunk  with  his  stick.  Softly  at  first,  then  louder. 
Softly,  too,  he  begins  to  hum. 

The  sun  is  high  when  he  kneels  there.  When  it 
slips  from  the  sky  the  song  still  has  not  ended,  yet 

never  has  'Bird  failed  to  match  it  with  the  drum.  If 
only  I  knew  the  words,  he  sighs,  then  I  would  truly 
be  in  bliss. 
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A  crisp  scrambling  sound  to  his  right  shifts  his  at- 
tention, though  he  never  drops  a  beat.  It  is  the  Rac- 

coon. It  blinks  at  him.  He  nods  back  and  grins:  full 
of  unsourced  joy. 

The  Raccoon  regards  him  for  a  long  solemn  mo- 
ment, then  waddles  forward.  Impulsively,  he  extends 

his  free  hand  to  scratch  its  forehead.  It  suffers  this — 

then,  with  a  sudden  flash  of  teeth,  savages  his  fin- 
gers. Blood  sparks  across  the  drum- trunk  like  liquid 

flame. 

Damn  you!  'Bird  shrieks,  jerking  a  crimson  thumb 
to  his  lips.  And  with  that  the  drumbeat  falters  .  .  . 

.  .  .  and  'Bird  awakened. 
Sensation  ebbed  away  like  fire  tossed  into  water — 

then  flooded  back  so  intensely  that  he  gasped. 
He  was  sprawled  facedown  and  naked  across  the 

heirloom  patchwork  quilt  atop  his  futon.  The  lights 
were  out,  but  illumination  filtered  in  from  the  slitted 
door  to  the  living  room.  Music  likewise  floated  in 

from  there:  an  ancient  piece  by  Jethro  Tull.  "Broad- 
sword," it  was  called.  Characterized  by  heavy — 

Drumming. 

There'd  been  drumming!  Wonderful  drumming! 
'Bird  rolled  over,  to  stare  wide-eyed  at  the  ceiling. 
Drumming! 
Impulsively,  he  slapped  his  hand  on  the  futon: 

again  and  again,  chanting  in  senseless  monosyllables 
such  as  he  used  when  learning  a  melody  for  his  own 
personal  Drum. 

Yeah,  that  was  it.  That  was  precisely  the  rhythm. 
God,  it  sounded  good! 
God,  but  it  felt  good,  too. 
And,  God,  but  did  he  feel  good! 
Not  just  merely  good:  he  felt  marvelous!  As  though 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  199 

an  unsuspected  weight  had  been  lifted  from  both  his 
body  and  his  soul. 

A  glance  at  the  clock  on  the  floor  by  the  futon  told 
him  it  was  nearly  eight.  Which  meant  he  had  slept 
five  hours  in  the  current  round — which,  along  with 

the  thirteen  he'd  had  after  the  sweat,  basically  put 
him  even. 

It  also  meant  he  could  still  make  the  'Wheel  in 
time  for  his  set. 

And  the  way  he  felt  right  now,  it  was  bound  to  be 
the  best  ever! 

He  practically  erupted  from  the  futon  and  pranced 

into  the  bath.  "Christ  Almighty,  I  feel  good,"  he  in- 
formed his  smirking  reflection  as  he  turned  the  tap. 

"Jesus  H.  Christ  Almighty!" 
"Yeeessss?"  came  a  deliberately  deep  voice  from 

the  open  door. 

Energized  or  no,  'Bird  jumped  half  out  of  his  skin. 
He  whirled  around  angrily,  dark  eyes  flashing  fire. 

"Stormy,  you  asshole,  are  you  still  here?" 
Stormy  shrugged  noncommittally,  folded  his 

arms,  and  flopped  against  the  doorjamb.  He  was 
wearing  loose  tan  pants  with  corporate  creases;  soft, 

calf-high  black  boots;  and  a  serape  of  midnight  blue 

hopsack,  bordered  with  official-looking  gold.  "No, 
I'm  going  out  of  my  mind  with  boredom  over  in  Din- 
eh-Land,"  he  drawled,  with  heavy  sarcasm.  "Day 
shift,  of  all  damned  things." 

'Bird  flipped  water  at  him  from  the  sink.  He 
dodged  it  neatly. 

"Actually,"  Stormy  continued,  "I'm  not  still  here. 
That  is,  I've  left  and  returned.  You  may  surmise  from 
the  requisite  uniform  that  obscures  my  obscenely 

handsome  bod  that  I've  dropped  by  on  my  way  from 
work.  I  only  stopped  by  to  raid  a  beer,  check  on  the 
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toli  game — and  incidentally  to  see  how  you  were  do- 

ing after  the  big  mojambo  Z-fest." 
"Excellent,  just  excellent,"  'Bird  shot  back,  in 

something  between  a  giggle  and  a  growl.  "I  haven't 
felt  this  good  in  ages!" 

Stormy  eyed  him  dubiously,  his  face  all  serious- 

ness and  concern.  "Any  particular  reason?" 
'Bird  grinned  mischievously  and  pushed  past  him 

to  reenter  the  bedroom.  "Morning,"  he  told  the  light 
switch  in  passing,  which  promptly  woke  pink-gold 

light  within  the  room.  Then:  "I  had  a  dream,  oh 
Storming  One." 

"You  mean  like  a  .  .  .  medicine  dream?" 

'Bird  sorted  through  the  drawers  built  into  the  left- 
hand  wall.  "Suppose  so.  Whatever  you  want  to  call em. 

Stormy's  eyes  narrowed  farther.  "I  thought  you 
didn't  like  those  things." 

"I  .  .  .  "  'Bird  froze.  "I  don't,  do  I?"  He  thumped 
down  on  the  futon,  shoulders  sagging,  eyes  wide  and 

wild.  "I  .  .  .  Jesus  Christ,  man;  what's  happenin' 
here?  I  had  this  dream,  and  in  it  I  was  doin'  all  this 
really  great  drummin',  and  some  singin',  only  I  don't 
know  the  words,  or  even  the  language,  only  the  ca- 

dence of  the  tune.  But  it  was  so  neat,  Stormy!  And 

I  just  had  to  carry  it  with  me  into  .  .  .  into  bein' 
awake.  And  that — I  have  to  call  it  elation — obviously 
carried  over  too." 

"And  now  it's  gone?" 
'Bird  nodded  numbly.  "It's  like  as  soon  as  you  said 

what  you  did — made  me  think  for  a  second — it  was 
gone.  It  was  like  you  reached  into  my  soul  and 

turned  out  a  light." 
"Sorry." 

'Bird  grimaced  resignedly.  "You  couldn't  have 
known — nor  could  I.  And  in  any  event,  if  not  you, 
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then  somebody  else.  Someone  at  the  'Wheel,  or 
whatever." 

"The  'Wheel?  You're  not  going—" 
"Of  course  I'm  goin'!  I  feel  fine.  I'm  just  not .  .  . 

high  like  I  was  a  minute  ago." 
Stormy  studied  him  carefully,  from  where  he  was 

propping  up  a  wall.  "This  means  something." 
'Bird  shrugged,  rose,  and  began  to  dress:  off-white 

jeans,  sneaks,  and  gold  tunic.  "All  I  know  is  that 
prior  to  yesterday  I'd  had  three  medicine  dreams  in 
my  life,  the  most  recent  three  years  ago.  Now,  if  you 

count  what  happened  out  at  Lox's,  I've  had  two  in 
two  days." 

"Which  means  .  .  .  ?" 

"Which  I  suppose  means  that  since  Vm  not  tryin' 
to  evoke  them,  at  least  not  consciously,  that .  .  . 

something  else  wants  something  out  of  me!" 
"In  other  words,  magic's  forcing  itself  upon  you." 
"Yeah— and  I  don't  like  it!" 

"Doesn't  matter,"  Stormy  told  him  flatly.  "It's 
what  the  magic  likes  that  matters." 

'Bird  rolled  his  eyes  and  squeezed  around  him  into 
the  living  room.  He  turned  off  the  stereo,  but  paused 
by  the  TV. 

"Na  Hollos  won  again,  if  that's  what  you're  won- 
dering about,"  Stormy  supplied,  coming  up  behind 

him.  "Bogue  Homma's  out.  Looks  like  it's  gonna  be 
them  and  Gonehatta." 

"Which  I  guess  means  they  won't  be  at  the  'Wheel 
tonight,"  'Bird  grumbled,  as  he  opened  the  door. 
"You  comin',  or  .  .  .  ?" 

Stormy  shook  his  head.  "I  need  to  crash.  I'm  'bout 
half  a  day  low  myself,  lest  you  forget." 

"You're  welcome  to  stay  here,"  'Bird  offered.  "My 
TVs  bigger  than  yours,  and  I've  still  got  beer." 

A  sigh.  "We'll  see." 



202  Tom  Deitz 

'Bird  stepped  into  the  hallway,  then  paused, 
turned.  "Stormy?" 

"Yeah?" 
"Thanks." 
"It's  cool." 

"Thanks  anyway." 
"Break  a  leg,  'Bird.  Knock  'em  dead." 
'Bird  grinned  and  walked  away. 
A  check  of  his  watch — he  loathed  those  earstud 

things  that  broadcast  straight  into  your  brain  and 
told  you  the  time  when  you  thought  about  it — 
showed  it  now  shortly  past  eight.  Which  still  gave 

him  time  to  make  it  to  the  'Wheel  and  change  by 
eight-forty-five. 

If — appalling  notion — he  sold  out  and  took 
AFZoRTA  or  a  cab. 

To  his  great  surprise,  one  of  the  latter  was  sitting 
at  the  curb  when  he  strode  past  the  compound 
guards  (Seminoles,  today),  toward  the  street. 

"You  Senor  O'Connor?"  the  driver — apparently  a 
for  real  Mexican,  for  a  change — called  through  the 
intercom. 

"You  got  it." 
"Young  senor  phoned  and  said  you'd  be  here 

ahora.  Said  you  needed  a  fast  trip  to  the  Medicine 

Wheel." 
"You  got  it,"  Bird  repeated  with  a  chuckle,  as  he climbed  into  the  back  of  the  Mercedes  minivan.  He 

settled  into  the  cream  leather  seat,  latched  his  belt, 
and  felt  the  electric  vehicle  whir  up  to  speed  as  the 
driver  swung  down  Shield  Jaguar  Drive  toward  the 
beltway.  But  as  he  did,  something  crept  into  his  psy- 

che and  lodged  there,  like  a  spark  escaped  from  a 
flame,  too  dim  to  burn,  too  bright  to  wink  out  utterly. 
It  was  an  odd  sensation,  too,  and  not  at  all  pleasant. 
A  feeling  of  foreboding,  he  concluded:  a  fire  that 
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could  burn  out  painlessly — or  flame  too  high  and 
consume  him. 

Without  knowing  why,  he  glanced  backward,  but 
saw  nothing  beyond  the  ordinary.  Had  he  known 
where  to  look,  however,  especially  at  a  certain  new, 
but  nondescript,  Dodge  Argon  sedan,  he  might  have 
noticed  he  was  being  tailed. 

As  it  was,  his  mind  was  already  dancing,  dancing 
to  the  beat  of  a  dream-born  drum. 

Fingers  in  the  car  half  a  block  behind  danced  on 
obsidian. 



Chapter  XVlll: 
Wheels  within  Wheels 

(The  Medicine  Wheel  Sinsynsen — 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Friday,  September  2 — mid-evening) 

"Okay,  then,"  Dr.  Mary  Hasegawa  sighed,  "we've 
got  a  deal."  She  extended  a  blunt  white  hand  across 
the  cluttered  table  to  Carolyn,  who  sat  opposite.  The 

folds  of  the  older  woman's  tunic  swished  danger- 
ously close  to  both  the  trelliswork  of  trout  bones  on 

her  earthenware  plate  and  the  matching  mug  that 
contained  her  wine.  (It  was  her  second  refill,  Caro- 

lyn noted,  which  perhaps  explained  Hassie's  less 
than  aggressive  bargaining.) 

Carolyn,  who,  in  spite  of  having  had  four  glasses, 
had  inherited  an  excellent  head  for  alcohol  from  her 

mother,  reached  to  intercept,  being  careful  not  to 
foul  her  own  sleeve  in  the  mixture  of  residual  grease 
and  buffalo  blood  that  salved  her  platter.  They  shook 
heartily. 

"Recite  the  terms,  please,  Rudy,"  Hasegawa  com- 
manded, while  their  hands  were  still  entwined. 

"That's  what  'neutral  observers'  are  for." 
Rudy  blinked  up  from  his  last  bite  of  venison  ten- 

derloin, then  cleared  his  throat.  "Uh  .  .  .  you,  Dr. 
Mary  Hasegawa,  are  to — to  grant  Carolyn  Mauney- 

204 
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Griffith  one-point-five  days  of  unimpeded  work  pur- 
suant to  her  normal  duties  for  every  point-five  days 

spent  as  subject  to  investigation,  said  point-five  days 
to  commence  upon  the  aforesaid  Carolyn  Mauney- 

Griffith's  presentation  of  herself  at  the  office  of  the 
Pan-European  Oceanic  Research  Center,  Inc.,  In- 

firmary, and  to  terminate  at  twelve  hundred  hours, 

regardless  of  inception  time." 
"Very  good,  Rudy,"  Hasegawa  said,  deadpan.  "So 

let  it  be." 
"So  let  it  be,"  Carolyn  echoed,  and  released  her 

boss's  hand.  "You  should've  been  a  lawyer,"  she  in- 
formed Rudy  with  a  grin  that,  while  not  quite  rival- 

ing his  better  efforts  (those  he  reserved  for  wooing 

women,  she'd  long  ago  concluded),  came  close.  "Or 
a  writer,  perhaps,"  she  added  to  Kevin,  who,  though 
putting  up  a  valiant  front,  was  picking  at  his  food 
like  someone  who  had  a  lot  more  on  his  mind  than 

recreational  bargaining. 

Which  he  obviously  did.  No  way  he'd  have  aban- 
doned that  nice  little  castle  of  his  to  hop  a  jet  in  the 

middle  of  a  hurricane,  else  wise.  And  damned  sure 

no  way  he'd  have  overleapt  the  Schism  just  like  that, 
without  preamble,  explanation,  or  apology. 

Which  meant  that  the  ice  had  been  broken  on  that 

topic — and  the  first  obstacle  toward  reconciliation, 
the  onus  of  weakening  first,  overcome. 

Except  that  didn't  explain  what  was  nuking  him 
now.  He'd  blithered  a  bit  about  magic  in  the  car.  But 
surely  he  hadn't  put  himself  through  the  trauma 
their  scattered  conversation  suggested  solely  to  dis- 

cuss unscientific  bullshit.  Yeah,  it  was  definitely  go- 
ing to  be  an  interesting  evening — assuming  she 

invited  him  home,  which  she  hadn't  yet  determined. 
At  the  moment,  Kev  looked  desperately  frustrated, 

which  was  generally  a  preamble  to  his  being  desper- 
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ately  unhappy,  and  she  very  much  feared  that  the  res- 
olution of  that  condition  could  only  come  from  her. 

Or  perhaps  he  simply  didn't  like  iguana. 
"Kev?"  she  prompted.  "What  do  you  think?  Gould 

Rudy  be  a  writer?" 
"If  he  can  write  like  he  talks,"  Kevin  replied  seri- 

ously. From  which  she  assumed  he'd  used  up  his 
day's  allotment  of  witty  repartee  and  scintillating small  talk. 

"I  do  songs,"  Rudy  volunteered  brightly. 
"What  kind?" 

"Ballads  mostly.  I  don't  have  the  best  memory  in 
Christendom,  so  I  tend  to  put  important  things  in 

songs.  Cary's  adventure'd  make  a  great  one." 
"Except  it's  not  finished,"  Carolyn  pointed  out. 

"We  still  don't  know  if  I  really  died.  And  if  I  did,  we 
don't  know  what  caused  my  'spontaneous  recovery' 
or  if  there're  going  to  be  long-term  effects." 

"Oh,  hey!"  Rudy  enthused.  "I've  got  it.  I  do  one 
about  how  they  biopsy  bits  off  you  until  nothing's 

left!" "Do  it,"  Carolyn  cried,  toasting  him  with  her  mug. 
"Hear!  Hear!"  the  rest  of  them  chimed  in. 

"Do  the  dolphin  mutilations  count  as  part  of  that 
song  or  as  a  separate  item?"  Kevin  wondered 
abruptly. 

Carolyn  kicked  him — or  somebody — beneath  the 
table.  From  the  look  on  his  face  she'd  aimed  true.  "I 
don't  need  to  be  reminded  of  that — not  when  I  can't 

do  anything  about  it!" 
"Relaxing  allows  your  mind  to  flow  into  different, 

but  still  potentially  constructive,  channels,"  Hase- 
gawa  inserted  smoothly.  "Therefore,  you  are  doing 
something  about  it." 

"Zen,"  Rudy  chuckled,  nodding  sagely. 
"Tao,"  Hasegawa  corrected. 
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"I  think,"  Kevin  said,  "I've  had  enough  lizard,  in- 
teresting though  it  was.  And  I'm  sorry  I  punctuated 

Rudy's  fine  idea  so  poorly.  So  can  I  redeem  myself 
by  treating  everyone  to  some  Baileys?  Rudy,  of 

course,  gets  a  double." 
"How  'bout  Irish  coffee  after  dessert,"  Carolyn 

countered  sweetly. 

"Dessert,"  Hasegawa  broke  in.  "Now  that's  a  fine 
idea — oh,  don't  fret,  Rudy,  I'll  buy — you  knew  I 
would,  anyway." 

"Fine,"  Carolyn  agreed,  trying  to  catch  their  buck- 
skin-clad waiter's  eye.  While  she  waited  for  him  to 

finish  serving  a  middle-aged  woman  what  she  sup- 
posed was  either  fried  squirrel  or  rabbit,  she  appro- 

priated the  last  bit  of  corn  bread  from  the  basket  on 
the  table  and  sopped  absently  at  the  liquid  residue 
on  her  plate. 

"Acquired  a  taste  for  blood,  have  we?"  Kevin 
chuckled  nervously.  "I  remember  when  you  were  a 
strict  vegan.  And — well,  it's  a  long  way  from  that  to 
almost-mooing  meat." 

Carolyn  shrugged.  "It's  what  I  wanted." 
Which  it  was.  Though  come  to  it,  she'd  never  or- 

dered rare  steak  before,  beef  or  buffalo,  either.  What 

had  led  her  to  do  so  tonight  was  a  mystery — except 
that  it  was  simply  what  she  wanted.  Probably  just 
her  tastes  reacting  to  some  biochemical  deficiency. 

Shoot,  given  the  amount  of  blood  they'd  piped  out 
of  her  lately,  she  wouldn't  look  that  disparagingly  on 
chugging  O-Pos  by  the  liter. 

And  now  she  had  the  waiter's  eye!  She  gestured to  him. 

As  he  made  his  way  around  their  level  of  the  sev- 
eral that  made  an  amphitheater  above  an  earth- 

floored  arena-cum-stage,  she  conducted  another 
survey  of  the  environs. 



208  Tom  Deitz 

Rudy  had  chosen  well.  The  food  had  been  great, 
especially  the  Native  American  dishes.  (Kev  had 

probably  blown  it  with  the  iguana,  which  he  had  ra- 
tionalized by  claiming  it  was  the  duty  of  a  writer  to 

try  new  things.)  The  wine  (or  beer,  in  Kev  and  Ru- 

dy's case)  had  been  as  good  as  could  be  expected  for 
something  not  designed  to  mate  with  Native  cuisine. 

And  the  decor  was  well-nigh  perfect,  what  with  the 
hard-packed  adobe  floors  and  what  looked  like  au- 

thentic wattle-and-daub  walls  beneath  a  steeply 
pitched  ceiling  supported  by  imposing  logs  at  four 
points,  which,  however,  did  not  block  the  view  of  the 
arena,  which  butted  against  one  wall.  The  entertain- 

ment didn't  start  until  late,  Rudy  had  told  them;  for 
now  there  was  simply  disced  music:  wooden  flute  on 
a  very  good  system. 

But  if  the  entertainment  was  as  good  .  .  . 
Tables  got  cleared;  mugs  got  refilled,  dessert  orders 

were  taken,  and  coffee  was  set  to  brew.  (They  called  it 
Almost-Black  Drink  here,  though  they  also  served  the 
real  thing.)  Hasegawa  relaxed  back  into  her  inscruta- 

ble persona  (though  she  was  giggling  more  than  usual, 
which  was  to  say  some,  as  opposed  to  none).  Rudy 
had  scooted  his  chair  around  so  as  better  to  observe 
the  arena,  which  incidentally  brought  him  closer  to 

Carolyn,  which  she  didn't  mind. 
And  Kevin  had  evidently  given  up  on  actually  hav- 

ing a  good  time  and  had  settled  on  looking  alert  and 
inquisitive — which  meant  his  eyes  were  wide  open, 
his  brows  raised  quizzically,  and  his  mouth  set  in  a 
crooked  smirk  that  hinted  at  a  midlevel  buzz. 

And  then  the  show  began.  The  lights  darkened 
slowly,  starting  at  the  top  of  the  amphitheater,  to  be 
replaced  by  real  torches  set  around  the  walls.  The 
arena  faded  into  obscurity:  a  pit  of  gloom  in  which  she 
could  dimly  discern  moving  figures.  They  settled 
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quickly,  and  a  subtle  drumming  commenced,  so 
softly  as  to  be  almost  subliminal.  As  the  audience 
gradually  quieted,  the  beat  increased  in  volume, 
though  the  area  behind  the  arena  remained  dark. 
Eventually,  a  man  began  to  sing,  a  slow  tune,  simple 
and  rhythmic,  in  a  language  Rudy  whispered  was 
Lakota.  A  prayer  followed  in  that  same  tongue,  then 
in  English. 

Still  no  lights. 
More  drumming,  while  a  shape  moved  to  strike  a 

tiny  fire  in  the  center  of  the  arena.  In  the  sudden 
glimmer  of  ruddy  light,  Carolyn  saw  six  men  sitting 
in  a  semicircle  behind  knee-high  drums.  All  had  long 
black  hair  and  wore  jeans  and  checked  shirts  of  the 
old-fashioned  style  that  was  still  current  in  less  cos- 

mopolitan climes. 
The  drumming  intensified,  but  the  light  remained 

dim. 

The  audience  (many  of  whom  Carolyn  suspected 
of  being  regulars)  held  their  breath,  anticipating  .  .  . 

Abruptly,  a  figure  sprang  from  a  recess  to  the 
right  of  the  arena  and  leapt  to  centerstage.  Firelight 
gleamed  off  dark-tanned  flesh  and  black  hair  as  the 
youth  (to  judge  by  the  supple  fluidity  with  which  he 
moved)  swirled  about.  Arm-long  sticks  flashed  in 
his  hands — sticks  which,  with  one  smooth,  efficient 
swoop,  he  thrust  into  the  flame.  They  blazed  up  in- 

stantly, revealing  a  young,  intense,  and  clearly  In- 
dian face.  A  stomp  of  a  bare  foot  extinguished  the 

floor  fire. 

And  then  he  began  to  dance.  Slowly  at  first,  then 
more  rapidly:  stomping,  twirling,  stooping  low,  or 
leaping  high.  And  as  he  danced,  he  accented  his 
movements  with  the  flaming  sticks.  Sometimes  he 
flung  them  up  and  caught  them,  sometimes  he 
swished  them  about  so  swiftly  they  became  circles 
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of  fire.  Most  often,  however,  he  passed  them  over, 
under,  or  around  various  parts  of  his  nearly  naked 

body.  Carolyn  imagined  that  if  he'd  ever  had  any 
body  hair,  it  had  long  since  crisped  away.  She  won- 

dered how  he  kept  the  shoulder-long  mane  that  flew 
around  his  face  from  being  singed  back  to  a  crew  cut. 

"Xavier  Perez,"  a  voice  proclaimed  after  more 
than  ten  minutes  of  frenzied  fire-weaving.  "Xavier 
has  been  performing  a  reconstructed  Aztec  fire 
dance,  based  on  carvings  discovered  last  year  near 

Mexico  City." 
Whereupon  Xavier  threw  the  torches  nearly  to  the 

ceiling,  where  they  pinwheeled  briefly  while  gravity 
caught  up  with  them — to  be  snared  again  instants 
before  they  smacked  earth.  He  snuffed  them  with  his 

fists.  The  audience  gasped,  tittered  at  itself,  then  ap- 
plauded. 

Xavier  bowed.  And  left. 

"Not  bad,"  Carolyn  sighed  approvingly. 
"It  gets  better." 
It  did — though  not,  evidently,  as  Rudy  had  antic- 

ipated. 
Most  of  the  dancers,  as  it  turned  out,  were  male. 

The  majority  were  young,  all  were  good-looking,  and 
many  wore  no  more  than  loincloths.  And  Carolyn 
liked  looking  at  attractive  nearly  naked  men — in- 

cluding Rudy,  when  he  was  in  his  skimpy  swimming 

togs.  But  the  big  surprise  was  Hasegawa,  whom  she'd 
always  assumed  to  be  the  very  essence  of  reserve — 
which  she  still  was — except  for  what  could  only  be 
described  as  a  shit-eating  grin  splitting  her  face. 

Carolyn  especially  liked  the  current  performer. 

Someone  named  Thunderbird  O'Connor,  dancing 
traditional-style,  so  the  announcer  had  said.  Which 
evidently  meant  that  his  elaborate  costume  was  en- 

tirely handmade  from  natural  materials,  as  opposed 
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to  the  acid  aniline  colors,  plastic  gauds,  and  LED  bau- 
bles that  characterized  what  were  termed  fancy 

dancers.  This  guy  was  good:  He  had  style,  he  wore  his 
body  like  he  enjoyed  it,  and  his  movements  really  did 
evoke  the  gestalt  of  the  eagle  Rudy  had  told  her  his 
particular  dance  was  supposed  to  reverence.  There 
was  something  vaguely  familiar  about  him,  too;  but  in 

a  city  built  by  Indians  in  a  country  inhabited  by  Indi- 
ans, with  a  substantial  Indian  population  itself,  that 

wasn't  surprising.  Shoot,  she  bet  even  Rudy  could 
pass  for  one  if  he  let  his  hair  grow,  changed  the  way  he 

dressed,  and  didn't  grin  so  much. 
Kevin  couldn't. 
Not  in  a  million  years.  Not  reed-thin  and  pale  as 

he  was.  And  not  with  that  absurd  orange-and-blue 
hair.  Nor  would  a  dye  job  help.  Black  hair  and  a  tan 
would  simply  make  him  look  odd — and  probably 
even  more  miserable. 

He  was  really  starting  to  ravel  around  the  edges, 

too;  had  barely  picked  at  the  apple  fritters  he'd  cho- 
sen for  dessert,  and  only  sipped  at  his  Irish  coffee.  But 

he'd  calligraphed  names  and  scribbled  sketches  on 
the  paper  place  mat  until  it  was  nearly  black,  and  was 
now  intent  on  spearing  leftovers  from  their  various 
plates  and  burning  them  to  cinders  in  the  candle  that 
guttered  in  an  earthenware  pot  in  the  center  of  the  ta- 

ble. He  was  also  gnawing  his  lip  a  lot,  and  sighing  with 
increasing  degrees  of  both  audibility  and  theatrical- 

ity. Even  Hasegawa's  occasional  glares  did  not  faze 
him.  Trying  to  be  good,  and  failing,  she  told  herself.  / 
wonder  when  I  became  his  older  sister. 

And  before  she  realized  it,  had  dragged  her  gaze 

away  from  young  Mr.  O'Connor  (odd  name  for  an 
Indian),  who  looked  to  be  nearing  the  end  of  his  set 

anyway,  and  grabbed  Kevin's  hand  as  he  prepared  to 
incinerate  an  orange  rind  that  had  garnished  her 
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wild  fruit  and  honey.  He  flinched,  looking  startled, 
and  not  unlike  someone  who  had  just  awakened — 
but  allowed  her  to  subdue  his  hand,  which  she 
placed  on  the  table  with  a  pat. 

"So  why  are  you  really  here?"  she  murmured. 
He  blinked  at  her,  still — apparently — half-dazed. 

Or  drunker  than  she'd  thought. 
"I  have  to  give  you  a  message." 
She  looked  him  in  the  eye,  trying  to  shift  her  ex- 

pression from  vague  surprise  (at  herself,  not  the 

least)  into  calm  neutrality.  "So  .  .  .  I'm  waiting." 
He  fidgeted  like  a  little  boy  caught  doing  some- 

thing he  shouldn't.  "I  can't  give  it  here,"  he  mum- 
bled. He  sounded  utterly  wretched,  utterly  unlike 

the  quick-tongued  wit  of  their  hospital  reunion.  Or 

perhaps  she'd  only  been  seeing  what  she  wanted  to see  then.  This  was  more  like  the  real  Kevin. 

"Okay,"  she  sighed.  "So  let's  go  somewhere  you 

can." Green  eyes  widened  hopefully.  "Your  place?" 
A  shrug,  followed  by  a  nod  toward  a  semi-enclosed 

area  to  one  side  of  the  arena.  "The  bar's  empty,  and 
we  can  still  see  from  there — sort  of." 

Rudy  glanced  sideways  at  her,  obviously  puzzled, 
and  perhaps  a  trifle  pissed.  Hasegawa  was  oblivious. 

Scowling,  Carolyn  rose  and  resnared  Kevin's 
hand,  to  tug  him  up  as  well.  "We'll  be  back,"  she  told 
her  companions.  "If  we're  not,  I'm  sure  Kev'll  let  you 
take  his  car." 

"Gary,  I — "  Kevin  protested,  as  he  found  his  feet 
and  let  himself  be  dragged  along.  "Gary,  I  appreciate 
what  you're  tryin'  to  do  here,  but  it's — it's  just  too 
complex  to  relay  on  the  fly  in  a  friggin'  divertol" 

She  paused  in  midflight,  close  by  the  rear  edge  of 

the  arena,  and  swung  around  to  face  him.  "If  it  was 
that  important,"  she  flared,  "you'd  have  told  me  al- 
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ready,  without  all  that  bullshit  about  magic." 
Which  was  a  hurtful  way  of  saying  it,  and  which 

she  would  not  have  put  that  way  without  the  influ- 
ence of  alcohol. 

Or  perhaps  that  was  an  excuse. 

Kevin  stared  at  her.  "IVe  had  a  hard  day.  You've 
had  a  hard  day — " 

The  rest  of  his  reply  was  drowned  by  a  crescendo 
of  drumming,  followed  by  a  storm  of  applause.  She 
whirled  around  instinctively.  The  dancer  had  fin- 

ished and  was  bowing  to  his  appreciative  fans.  She 
clapped  too.  So  did  Kevin,  halfheartedly. 

"Damas  y  caballeros:  Thunderbird  O'Connor," 
the  emcee  intoned  in  his  carefully  western  drawl. 

"Men's  traditional  eagle  dance.  And  let's  give  a  hand 
for  the  Drum.  Ladies  and  Gentlemen,  the  Maza-Kute 

Drum,  from  Santee,  Nebraska." 
The  applause  swelled  again.  Carolyn  scowled. 

Kevin  fidgeted. 
The  dancer  bowed  one  final  time,  then  turned  and 

pranced  out  of  the  spotlight.  To  Carolyn's  delight, 
his  retreat  brought  him  close  by  where  they  stood. 

She  couldn't  resist  one  final  long  appraising  glance. 
Not  at  someone  who  looked  that  good.  And  maybe 

she'd  figure  out  why  he  was  so  damned  familiar. 
He  was  grinning  like  a  happy  boy,  his  gaze  sweep- 

ing the  crowd  like  the  eagle  he'd  so  nicely  striven  to 
emulate.  "Way  to  go,  'Bird"  someone  called,  from  be- 

hind her.  He  glanced  that  way — which  sent  his  gaze 
past  her — then  jerked  back  and  locked. 

He  froze,  mouth  open,  fingers  stretched  wide.  Only 
the  glitter  in  his  eyes,  bright  within  the  matte  black 
makeup  around  them,  and  the  slow  rise  and  fall  of  his 
sweat-sheened  chest  preserved  the  illusion  of  life. 

She  stared  back.  Met  his  eyes  with  proud  perplex- 
ity. 
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And  then,  abruptly,  spoken  with  that  guileless 
spontaneity  only  absolute  surprise  can  engender: 

"You're  the  one  the  dolphins  worship!" 
It  took  an  instant  for  those  words  to  register,  and 

then  a  longer  moment  for  them  to  make  sense — for 
that  pronouncement  in  this  place  where  she  had 
never  been,  that  was  a  far  remove  from  her  day- to- 

day reality,  to  find  the  proper  linkage  to  the  rest  of 
her  life. 

To  that  dream  she'd  had  right  before  she'd  awak- ened and  met  Kevin! 

"You  are  the  one  the  dolphins  worship!"  The  seal had  said  that  in  her  dream.  This  dancer  had  said  it 

again,  not  five  seconds  ago. 

No  way  that  could  happen — 
Or  be  accidental. 

The  dancer  seemed  surprised  too,  seemed  as  lost 
for  words  as  she.  But  his  face  was  twitching.  In  an 

instant  he'd  speak  again,  and  if  that  happened — 
"Gome  on!"  she  snapped  at  Kevin,  grabbing  his 

hand  once  more  and  yanking  him  toward  the  exit. 

"But  Gary,  I—" 
"Now,  Kev.  Absolutely  right  now!" 
Kevin  opened  his  mouth  to  reply,  but  evidently 

thought  better  of  it,  and  allowed  himself  to  be 
steered  up  the  stairs  that  flanked  the  dining  terraces 
on  that  side. 

"But  your  friends  ..."  he  gasped  helplessly,  when 
they  passed  their  particular  level  without  turning  in. 
He  sounded  completely  confused. 

"They  can  take  care  of  themselves,"  Carolyn 
hissed.  "You  want  to  talk?  We'll  talk.  But  I'm  getting 
out  of  here  nowl" 



Chapter  XIX: 
Night  Moves 

(Sinsynsen,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Friday,  September  2 — late  evening) 

"So,  what  was  that  all  about?"  Kevin  gasped,  as  his 
sister  stomped  past  the  startled  hostess  and  thrust 
through  the  carved  cedar  panel  that  comprised  the 

Medicine  Wheel's  front  door. 
Silence. 

"Cary .  .  .  " 
Warm,  humid  air  slapped  at  him,  as  he  found  him- 

self towed  outside.  A  startled  black  woman  glared 

indignation  at  him  from  where  they'd  narrowly 
missed  knocking  her  on  her  ample  butt.  The  man 
with  her  spat  something  unintelligible  in  Spanish. 

"Cary!" 
"What?" 

"Who  was  that  guy?" 
"Some  Indian!"  she  snapped.  And  neither  slowed 

nor  released  his  hand  until  they  were  on  the  side- 
walk, with  the  high  sandcrete  wall  that  framed  the 

Medicine  Wheel  radiating  the  day's  heat  against their  backs. 

Only  when  she'd  glanced  up  and  down  the  street 
did  she  relax  her  grip.  To  Kevin's  surprise,  given  this 
was  Friday  night  on  the  fringe  of  a  major  city  with 
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scads  of  tweenage  inhabitants,  the  walk  was  nearly 

empty — perhaps  due  to  the  diverto's  proximity  to 
that  five-klik  strip  of  no-tech  Rudy  had  explained 
during  dinner  was  called  El  Pais  Verde.  The  amount 
of  traffic  whirring  in  from  the  north  to  turn  down  the 
street  in  front  of  them  bore  that  out,  as  did  the  white 
noise  rumble  of  voices  southward,  where  a  parked 
tourist  bus  temporarily  blocked  any  view  of  actual 
warm  bodies.  More  divertos  loomed  across  the 

street,  moderately  populated,  with,  beyond  them, 
the  gold-glass-and-bronze  step  pyramid  of  the  Sin- 
synsen  Ramada  Inn. 

Carolyn  slumped  against  the  beveled  wall,  per- 
haps to  catch  her  breath,  perhaps  to  compose  her- 
self. Her  eyes  were  wild,  her  body  so  tense  she 

looked  set  to  fly  apart  if  anyone  touched  her.  Kevin 

didn't  know  what  to  think,  so  intent  had  he  been  on 
puzzling  out  the  best  way  to  broach  his  own  con- 

cern; and  then,  out  of  the  clear  blue,  this!  Lightning 
had  evidently  struck  Gary  twice  that  day,  and  each 
bolt  had  brought  with  it  one  of  the  gods  of  Chaos. 

He'd  been  close,  too,  dammit!  The  bar  in  the  Medi- 
cine Wheel  wouldn't  have  been  the  best  option,  but 

it  certainly  beat  standing  here  in  front  of  God  and 
everybody — not  that  the  everybody  aspect  seemed 
likely  to  care. 

As  for  God — well,  it  suddenly  looked  suspiciously 
like  his  game. 

Carolyn  swallowed  hard.  "Okay,"  she  managed  fi- 
nally, "what's  this  about,  that  you've  been  so  hot  to 

tell  me?  What's  this  goddamn  message?" 
Kevin's  heart  sank.  What  did  it  take  to  get  through 

to  her  that  it  wasn't  a  simple  matter?  That  it  was 
not  the  sort  of  thing  you  discussed  calmly  over 
drinks  while  your  friends  hung  around  ogling  danc- 

ing boys.  That  it  was  absolutely  not  the  sort  of  thing 
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you  dived  into  without  preamble — not  and  have  it 
make  sense. 

And  here  Gary  wanted  him  to  blurt  it  out  on  a 
street  corner! 

He  took  a  deep  breath,  steeled  himself.  Tried  to 
fight  through  the  veils  of  muddle  too  much  alcohol 
had  snared  his  patience  with,  and  too  much  anger- 

born  adrenaline  was  rapidly  unweaving.  "Okay  now, 
Cary,  listen  to  me — which  you've  seemed  disin- 

clined to  do." 
She  glared  at  him,  and  he  could  sense  the  Schism 

reawakening. 
"Well?" 

"It's  not  the  kind  of  thing  that  I  can  talk  about 
here,  okay?  It  absolutely  is  not!  It'll  take  a  while  to 
relate  properly — which  I've  already  told  you  about 
half  a  dozen  times.  It's  complicated,  at  least  in  im- 

plication. It  strains  credibility  even  without  that — 

and  I'd  rather  not  be  interrupted,  either  by  re- 
pressed Orientals,  charming  expatriate  Spaniards, 

or  half-naked  Cherokee  spouting  minimalist  poetry, 
or  whatever  that  was!" 

Silence. 

"Okay?" 
Silence,  while  she  gnawed  her  lip. 

"Okay,  Cary?" 
"My  place,"  she  muttered  finally.  "You  drive.  I 

have  to  think." 

"Me  too,"  he  yawned,  already  fishing  in  his  pocket 
for  the  ignition  card.  "I  guess  I'll  call  Rudy  from  your 
car  and  tell  him  to  hang  on  to  mine  until  tomorrow." 

More  silence.  Then,  from  Carolyn,  as  they  stepped 

into  the  parking  lot:  "Don't  even  start  until  we  get 
there,  okay?  If  you're  gonna  have  it  your  way,  then 
by  God,  you're  gonna  have  it  your  way!" 
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Coffee  and  adrenaline,  Kevin  decided,  in  that  part 
of  him  that  sat  back  and  observed,  while  the  rest  of 
him  played  the  shanachie  and  blithered  on  aloud. 
Coffee  and  adrenaline  were  all  that  were  keeping 
him  functional.  All  that  were  keeping  him  sane. 

All  that  were  keeping  weariness  sufficiently  at  bay 
to  preclude  his  simply  throwing  up  his  hands,  yelling 

"Fuck  it!  It's  all  crazy  anyhow!"  and  running  out  the door. 

That,  and  Cary's  eyes,  as  she  stared  calmly  at  him 
from  her  armchair,  sipped  her  tea,  and — very 
likely — wished  he  would,  in  fact,  do  precisely  the 
latter.  Or  perhaps  simply  go  off  somewhere  and  drop 
dead,  in  lieu  of  sprawling  across  her  beige  linen  sofa 
like  so  much  rumpled  baggage. 

He  paused  in  mid-rant,  to  run  a  hand  through  his 
hair  in  exasperation,  then  braced  himself  with  a  sip 
of  coffee  before  blundering  on. 

It  was  going  very  badly. 

Not  that  Gary  wasn't  letting  him  have  his  say,  in 
whatever  excruciating  detail  he  seemed  inclined  to 
undertake.  Not  that  she  was  interrupting  him, 
though  she  sometimes  did,  to  clarify  a  point.  Not 

that  her  face  betrayed  the  merest  hint  of  either  an- 
ger, skepticism,  or  belief. 

Any  one  of  those  would  have  been  better,  because 
it  would  have  helped  determine  how  to  skew  his 
story  for  the  target  market,  as  it  were. 

Stoicism  didn't.  Nonreaction  didn't.  Gold,  emo- 
tionless silence  didn't  either. 

He'd  counted  on  everything — except  dead,  icy calm. 

And  he  was  but  halfway  through  the  tale — just  to 
the  part  where  he  and  Fir  had  been  forced  to  take 
back  roads  to  Leenane. 

Dead,  emotionless  calm. 
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And  then  something  struck  him  so  hard  he  broke 
off  in  mid-sentence. 
Dead! 

Gary  had  been  dead!  Or  that's  what  a  number  of 
presumably  competent  professionals  had  deter- 
mined. 

"Your  sister  is  in  danger, "  the  selkie  had  said. 
And  what  could  be  more  dangerous  than  death? 

She'd  been  attacked  by  dolphins,  she'd  told  him. 
Dolphins  lived  in  the  sea.  So  did  selkies — 

"Something  wrong?"  Again  that  coldness.  That 
goddamned  condescending  cold. 

Kevin  shook  his  head,  briefly  unable  to  separate 

ongoing  verbal  narrative  from  silent  voice-over  com- 

mentary and  analysis  of  same.  "I'll  tell  you  when  I 
finish,"  he  sighed.  "Something  just  occurred  to  me. 
Some  connection  between  things  that  it  didn't  occur 
to  me  could  be  connected." 

Carolyn's  eyes  went  briefly  blank,  as  people's  did 
when  they  asked  their  watches  for  the  time.  "I  have 
to  go  to  work  tomorrow  morning,"  she  reminded 
him.  "It's  late  now,  and  I  have  absolutely  got  to  make 
some  headway  on  those  mutilations.  Rudy's  sup- 

posed to  have  chased  down  a  shitload  of  medical 
data.  And  I  need  to  get  back  to  Kat  and  Bo,  in  case 

something's  wrong  with  them  that  might  have 
prompted  aberrant  behavior  like  they  manifested 
back  on  Thursday — assuming  it  was  them  that 

yanked  out  my  gill  hose,  which  I'm  inclined  to 
doubt." 

Kevin  rolled  his  eyes.  "I'll  try  to  be  quick." 
It  still  took  fifteen  minutes,  however,  to  lay  out 

the  rest  of  the  tale  even  minimally.  Carolyn  lapsed 
back  into  her  shell,  but  Kevin  plodded  grimly  on. 
When  he  had  finished,  she  continued  staring  at 

him. 
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"I  don't  believe  you." 
He  gaped  at  her  incredulously.  "Caryl" 
She  shook  her  head,  as  if  to  clear  it,  and  rose,  only 

to  plop  down  on  a  barstool.  "I  don't  believe  you,  Kev. 
I  can't  believe  you.  If  I  believe  you,  I  have  to  rethink 
everything  I've  ever  thought  in  my  life.  On  the  other 
hand,  you're  not — forgive  me — the  most  stable  per- 

son in  the  world,  and  stress — " 
"It  wasn't  stress.  I  don't—" 
"Hurricanes  don't  cause  stress?"  she  flared. 

"Deadlines  don't  cause  stress?  Living  in  what's  to 
you  a  foreign  country  doesn't  cause  stress?  Christ, 
driving  that  aircraft  carrier  of  yours  alone  would 

send  me  off  the  deep  end!" 
Kevin  tried  to  force  himself  to  be  calm.  "It  won't 

make  you  hallucinate,  though,"  he  gritted,  his  voice 
trembling.  "And  even  if  it  did,  it  bloody  well  wouldn't 
last  two  days!" 

"Something  in  the  fish  soup  could  have!"  Carolyn 
countered,  " — made  you  hallucinate,  I  mean.  And 
that's  not  even  considering  more  permanent  psy- 

chological conditions." 
"You  think  I'm  crazy!" 
She  gnawed  her  lip — she'd  picked  it  up  from  him, 

he  supposed.  "I  think  you  very  well  could  be — and 
ought  to  get  some  counseling  pronto,  preferably  be- 

fore you  leave  Aztlan.  But  if  it'll  make  you  feel  any 
better,  I  will  admit  that  I've  not  been  so  certain  that 
everything's  laser-straight  in  my  head  either.  Not 

lately." "You  mean  like  whatever  that  was  with  that  In- 

dian?" 
A  pause.  "That's  part  of  it,  yes." 
"You  still  haven't  told  me  about  that." 
"Nor  will  I— at  least  not  tonight." 
"Why?" 
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"I  don't  want  to  talk  about  it." 

"Why,  Gary?"  he  persisted.  "Dammit,  I  know  you 
don't  believe  me,  but  I  swear  to  God  that  I've  been 
absolutely  as  straight  with  you  as  I  can  be — even 
when  it  hurt  my  cause.  Even  when  I  could  tell  you 

thought  I  was  crazy  as  a  fucking  bedbug!" 
"Yeah,  well,  how  would  you  have  taken  it,  Kev?" 

she  shot  back  furiously.  "How  would  you  react  if  I 
barged  in  on  you  in  the  middle  of  your  personal 
chaos  and  started  spouting  bullshit  about  magic? 

You  don't  believe  in  the  stuff,  not  really;  and  I  sure 
as  hell  don't — not  in  the  sense  you  mean!  You'd  have 
to  be  stupid  not  to  assume  that  I  was  either  crazy, 

or  had  a  hidden  agenda." Silence. 

"You'll  believe  anything,  Kev!"  she  went  on,  in 
what  was  now  a  full-fledged  warp-spasm  which,  un- 

fortunately, was  directed  toward  him.  "You'll  believe 
goddamned  anything!" 

"Yeah,  well  I  believed  Dad  when  he  first  said  he 
wasn't  your  father!  And  I  was  right  about  thatl" 

"I'll  pretend  you  didn't  say  that,  Kevin,"  she  whis- 
pered icily.  "I  don't  have  a  guest  room,  so  you  can 

sleep  on  the  sofa,"  she  added  more  calmly.  "Bed- 
ding's in  the  linen  closet,  take  what  you  need  and 

make  yourself  at  home.  You're  welcome  to  stay  as 
long  as  you  like,  so  long  as  you  don't  interfere  with 
my  job — or  my  peace  of  mind,  which  discussions 

such  as  we've  just  concluded  will  most  certainly  do." 
"But  we  haven't  concluded  it!  Don't  you  see, 

Gary?  The  selkie  said  you  were  in  danger — and  you 

were!  You  fucking  well  diedl" 
"Coincidence." 
"Bullshit!" 
"We're  brother  and  sister.  There's  some  evidence 
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for  believing  that  can  produce  a  psychic  link.  I'll 
grant  you  that  much  esoterica." 

"J  didn't  say  it,  though!  The  selkie— " 
She  looked  him  straight  in  the  eye.  "There  is  no 

selkie,  Kevin.  I  honestly  think  that  you,  here  today, 

right  now,  think  there  was.  I  also  think  that  you're 
less  likely  to  think  that  tomorrow,  and  unlikely  to 
think  it  at  all  five  years  from  now.  And  while  I  wait 

for  then,  I'm  going  to  bed.  Shall  I  wake  you  for  break- 
fast or  let  you  sleep?" 

"Whichever,"  Kevin  sighed  dully,  rising  to  retrieve 
the  duffel  bag  that  contained  all  his  worldly  posses- 

sions— New  Worldly,  anyway.  If  he  stayed — which 
he  would  do  until  he  got  to  the  bottom  of  whatever 

was  going  on,  or  at  minimum,  proved  to  his  satisfac- 

tion that  Cary  was  safe — he'd  have  to  buy  a  whole new  wardrobe. 

Which  was  a  damned  stupid  thing  to  be  fretting 
over  now. 
Which  in  turn  reminded  him  that  he  needed  to 

check  up  on  good  old  Hurricane  Buckley — and, 
more  to  the  point,  try  to  get  hold  of  someone  who 
could  tell  him  how  Glononey  had  fared. 

"Good  night,"  Carolyn  called  from  the  entrance  to 
the  short  hall  that  led  past  the  bath  to  her  bedroom. 

"Sleep  well — which  you  undoubtedly  will — but  I 
honestly  really  do  mean  it." 

"Good  night." 
She  turned  slowly,  then  paused  and  twisted  back 

around. 

"Kev?" 
"Yeah?" 

"It's  good  to  see  you,  lad.  Whatever  else  is  going 
on,  it's  good  to  see  you  again." 

"You  too." 
"  'Night." 
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"  'Night." 

And  with  that  she  told  the  hall  light,  "Off,"  and 
padded  away  into  gloom. 

For  his  part,  Kevin  swallowed  three  Benadryl 
(good  for  stress,  his  doctor  had  told  him),  and 
washed  them  down  with  a  Guinness  he  found  in  his 

sister's  'fridge.  He  chased  that  one  with  another. 
And  while  he  sought  vainly  for  sense  in  an  increas- 

ingly impossible  situation,  sleep  found  him  instead, 
and  showed  him  how  simple  it  was  to  be  uncon- 
scious. 



Chapter  XX: 
Bird  in  the  Hand 

(The  Medicine  Wheel — Sinsynsen, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Friday,  September  2 — late  evening) 

'Bird  gaped  incredulously  at  the  tiny  woman  he 
had  just  accosted;  at  her  shocked  expression;  at  the 
dazed  stare  of  utter  confusion  on  the  narrow  face  of 
the  odd-haired  man  beside  her. 

And  absolutely  could  not  move. 
His  dreams  had  caught  up  with  him  and  clamped 

him,  for  a  timeless  instant,  between  all  the  cryp- 
tic wildness  they  had  planted  inside  his  head  and 

the  hard  real  world  of  conventional  reality.  And  with 

his  senses  shouting  one  thing,  and  his  subcon- 
scious screaming  another  while  striving  to  connect 

the  two  through  the  medium  of  his  mouth — well, 
something  had  to  give,  and  what  got  left  groping  in 
the  dark  was  further  articulation:  both  verbal  and 

physical. 

"You  are  the  one  the  dolphins  worship. " Yeah  sure! 

Already  the  woman's  expression  had  shifted  from 
shock  through  irritation  to  alarm.  And  before  'Bird 
could  compose  himself  for  either  explanation  or 
apology,  she  scowled  at  him,  spun  on  her  heels,  and 

224 
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stalked  up  the  stairs  toward  the  exit,  with  Mr.  Two- 
tone  in  tow. 

"You  are  the  one  the  dolphins  worship. " 
And  she  was!  'Bird  had  no  idea  how  he  knew;  but 

it  came  to  him  that  that  woman — that  petite  dull- 
haired  sharp-tongued  proto-bitch  about  whom  he 
knew  exactly  nothing  except  her  taste  in  cars, 

clothes,  companions,  and  divertos — was  the  key  to 
whatever  weirdness  was  shooting  medicine  dreams 
into  his  subconscious  every  time  his  eyes  closed  for 
more  than  twenty  seconds. 
And  there  was  no  way  to  find  out  how  she  con- 

nected with  any  of  that  without  connecting  with  her. 
That  set  him  moving. 

"Miss!"  he  yelled,  leaping  across  the  low  stone  rail 
that  separated  the  sand-floored  arena  from  the 
adobe-paved  dining  area. 

"Oh,  miss  .  .  .  !" 
But  she  obviously  couldn't  hear  him  over  the  din 

of  applause  that  was  only  now  fading  after  the  fan- 
fare it  had  given  the  Drum.  Certainly  not  through 

the  rising  tide  of  conversation  that  flowed  in  to  fill 
the  ensuing  silence. 

uSenoritar 
Abruptly,  he  was  running. 
Trying  to. 
Unfortunately,  he  was  in  tight  quarters  in  a  cum- 

bersome costume.  It  was  therefore  no  surprise  when 
his  shoulder  clipped  a  buckskin-clad  busboy,  tum- 

bling him  into  a  breechclouted  waiter  clutching  a 
tray  of  drinks.  Both  fell:  one  into  a  table,  one  into  a 

passing  patron.  'Bird  likewise  lost  his  balance  and 
staggered  forward,  which  put  him  at  the  edge  of  the 
first  terrace.  He  promptly  tripped  on  it  and  sprawled 
into  the  nearest  chair.  The  inhabitant  yipped,  then 
grabbed  at  him,  which  made  it  impossible  to  break 
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his  fall.  He  hit  hard  enough  to  wind  himself,  had  a 
grand  view  of  two  dozen  sets  of  ankles  and  twice  that 
number  of  chair  legs,  and  eventually  realized  his  left 
shin  was  hurting  like  hell. 

Hands  were  on  him  by  then,  and  he  had  little 
choice  but  to  let  himself  be  hauled  up. 

"What  the  f — ?"  someone  hissed.  Marquez,  the 
owner.  "  'Bird,  are  you  okay?" 

"Don't  know,"  he  grunted,  shaking  off  his  assis- 
tants, to  survey  the  exit  on  tiptoe  like  a  meercat. 

"Dammit!"  he  added  aloud.  "She's  gone!" 
"Who's  gone?"  From  Marquez. 
But  it  was  too  late.  He'd  lost  the  initiative,  and  now 

the  stairs  were  plugged  with  patrons  intent  on  com- 
pleting bar  runs  or  pit  stops  during  the  intermission. 

Shoot,  even  if  he  made  it  outside,  she'd  surely  have 
been  swallowed  up  by  the  sidewalk  shufflers  by  this 
time. 

Except .  .  .  That  woman  had  been  sitting  with 

some  other  folks,  he  recalled — not  because  he  had 
seen  her,  not  closely  enough  to  recognize  through 
footlights  with  her  face  firelit  and  in  profile.  But  no 

way  even  glaring  spots  could  obscure  the  blue-blazed 
hair  the  guy  with  her  had  sported.  And  the  Oriental 
woman  had  been  distinctive  too  .  .  . 

And  there  she  was!  One  terrace  up  and  a  third  of 

the  way  over.  He  threaded  through  the  press  of  pa- 
trons as  quickly  as  he  could,  striving,  in  the  process, 

to  regain  a  modicum  of  composure. 
The  woman  saw  him  coming  and  frowned,  rising 

as  he  approached.  The  younger  Hispanic  with  her — 

a  fellow  roughly  his  own  age,  'Bird  concluded 
vaguely — swung  around  as  well,  clean-cut  features 
dark  as  thunder. 
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"That  woman,"  'Bird  gasped,  still  winded,  "that 
woman  who  was  with  you  ..." 

"What  about  her?"  From  the  guy. 
'Bird  swallowed,  braced  himself  on  the  back  of  the 

Dolphin  Queen's  abandoned  chair.  "I  .  .  .  need  to  get 
in  touch  with  her — need  to  talk  to  her." 

"What  about?"  the  Hispanic  challenged  suspi- 
ciously. 

"Easy,  Rudy,"  the  Oriental  woman  broke  in. 
"What  seems  to  be  your  problem,  Mr.  .  .  .  O'Connor, 
was  it?" 

"It's  too  screwy  to  go  into  here,"  'Bird  panted.  "But 
I —  Well,  I  just  need  to  talk  to  her." 

"She  stepped  out  for  a  second,"  the  Hispanic — 
Rudy — muttered.  "She  should  be  back  eventually." 

"No,"  the  woman  corrected.  "She  left.  This  young 
man  said  something  to  her;  she  looked  alarmed — 
and  left,  very  precipitously  indeed.  She  took  Kevin 

with  her." 
"I  need—" 
The  woman  shook  her  head,  and  'Bird  sensed  iron 

will  being  brought  to  bear.  "Not  tonight  you  don't! 
You  may  think  you've  got  an  emergency,  Mr.  O'Con- 

nor; but  I  will  tell  you  right  now,  and  you  will  listen 
and  obey,  that  Carolyn  has  just  gone  through  two 
very  traumatic  days,  and  may  be  about  to  have  a 
matching  night,  and  right  now  she  needs  to  be  left 

in  peace!" 
"But ..." 

"I  enjoyed  your  performance,"  the  woman  contin- 
ued with  a  taut  smile,  as  she  eased  down  in  her  seat 

again.  "But  you  would  be  wise  to  leave." 
'Bird,  however,  had  no  intention  of  moving  until 

he  had  something  more  to  go  by.  "Her  name — " 
"Is  her  business." 
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"Fine!"  'Bird  snapped.  "But  I  just  want  you  to 
know  that  she  may  be  the  solution  to  a  very  major 

mystery,  and  if  it  doesn't  get  solved,  it's  on  your 

head." 
"She's  already  solving  a  mystery,"  Rudy  shot  back. 

"Now  you  heard  the  lady — " 
"I'm  gone,"  'Bird  growled,  and  turned  away. 
He  did  not  add  that  he  already  had  a  good  idea 

who  this  Carolyn  person  was  and  a  line  on  where 

she  lived.  For  while  he'd  been  fishing  for  informa- 
tion, his  gaze  had  been  snared  by  the  scribbles  Mr. 

Two-Tone  had  made  on  his  place  mat.  And  promi- 
nent among  them  had  been  an  intricately  illumi- 
nated name:  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith. 

Whose  number,  even  if  unlisted,  Stormy  could 
certainly  tech  out. 

Besides,  was  it  actually  that  urgent?  Just  to  catch 
up  with  someone  and  talk?  Even  someone  that 

pretty.  The  medicine  had  waited  twenty-seven 
years.  It  could  certainly  wait  another  night. 

"Sorry,"  'Bird  grunted  over  his  shoulder  to  the 
people  he'd  accosted.  And  hurried  backstage. 

Fifteen  minutes  later,  he  had  showered  and 

changed  into  civies.  His  regalia  had  suffered,  he  re- 
flected, as  had  his  person:  a  dozen  broken  eagle  feath- 

ers on  the  bustle,  and  one  nicely  barked  shin  for  him. 
Which  was  the  price  one  paid  for  acting  on  im- 

pulse, his  father  would  have  noted. 

"He  who  hesitates  jacks  off  a  lot,"  Stormy  would 
have  countered.  But  'Bird  was  concerned  with  so- 

lutions, not  sex.  At  least  not  yet .  .  . 
On  the  other  hand  .  .  . 
A  scan  of  the  electronic  directory  by  the  pay 

phone  between  the  rest  rooms  confirmed  that  there 
was  a  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  revealed  that  her 
number  was  listed,  and  provided  both  it  and  a  street 
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address.  A  call  to  Public  Reference  Access  got  him  a 
city  directory,  which  turned  the  street  address  into 
an  apartment  building  and  number,  as  well  as  pro- 

viding the  interesting  tidbits  that  she  lived  alone  (no 
one  else  being  listed  at  her  code)  and  was  an  em- 

ployee of  that  oceanographic  complex  on  the  point 
to  the  north. 

All  of  which  jibed  with  what  he  already  knew. 

And  tomorrow  when  he  got  off  work,  he'd  give  her 
a  call.  Set  up  an  appointment.  Shoot,  he  already  had 
the  perfect  opening:  an  apology  for  accosting  her  at 

the  diverto.  If  his  luck  held,  she'd  either  request  an 
explanation  of  his  odd  remark,  or  apologize  for  her 

equally  unexpected  response.  And  he'd  be  home free. 

And  in  the  meantime,  he'd  manage  a  good  night's 
sleep  and  a  good  day's  work — finally. 

Five  minutes  later,  he  was  standing  on  the  side- 

walk that  fronted  the  'Wheel,  debating  whether  or not  to  take  AFZoRTA  home.  Not  so  much  from 

choice  as  because  both  Stormy  and  Red  Wounds 

would  raise  holy  hell  if  he  didn't;  and  he  wouldn't 
put  it  past  the  former  to  access  the  relevant  data- 

bases just  so  he  could  bug  him  about  that  very  point. 

"Be  careful,"  Red  Wounds  had  warned.  "Watch 

your  ass." 
So  he'd  be  careful.  He'd  just  do  it  while  jogging  up 

by  El  Pais  Verde.  After  all,  they'd  caught  the  guy 
who'd  skinned  that  fellow.  And  though  he'd  obvi- 

ously not  acted  alone  (else  why  would  there  have 
been  multiple  flayings  with  distinct  culprits? — there 

couldn't  be  that  many  copycat  psychos  around),  it 
was  damned  unlikely  anyone  would  be  stalking  that 
same  stretch  of  beach  three  nights  in  a  row. 

Nor  was  'Bird  in  the  least  surprised  when  the  five- 
klik  trek  produced  nothing  more  than  a  light  sweat, 
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a  catch  in  his  side,  and — eventually — a  slight  limp 

born  of  the  thwack  he'd  given  his  shin,  which  was 
showing  every  sign  of  being  a  bone  bruise. 

He  slowed  as  he  neared  the  beltway.  He'd  been 
aware  of  the  lights  for  some  time,  of  course;  it  was 
lit  up  bright  as  day.  But  the  curve  of  the  beach  plus 
a  screen  of  trees  masked  it  until  he  was  nearly  there. 

Decision  time.  The  straight  route  home  sent  him 
angling  left:  away  from  the  beach,  and  through  the 
fringe  of  trees,  then  along  the  crest  of  the  slope  above 
the  perimeter  pavement  until  he  hit  the  Tlaloc 
Street  overpass,  after  which  it  was  three  kliks  north, 
then  half  that  west  to  home. 

But  certain  aspects  of  his  odd  evening  were  still 

bugging  him,  and  he  wasn't  certain  thirty  minutes  of 
crowded  streets  and  city  lights  would  resolve  them 
as  effectively  as  prolonging  his  progress  along  the 
shore  might.  Which  skewed  him  toward  the  more 
stimulating,  if  marginally  less  safe,  option  of  the  long 
way  home. 

And  it  wasn't  even  that  dangerous,  save  in  relation 
to  the  rest  of  Aztlan,  which  wasn't  really  dangerous at  all. 

It  was  with  that  firmly  in  mind  that  he  continued 
east,  skirting  the  arc  of  the  bay,  while  the  beltway 
curved  north  away  from  it. 

So  it  was,  too,  that  his  route  took  him  through  the 

one  part  of  all  Aztlan  that  was  not  one  hundred  per- 
cent squeaky  clean.  Specifically,  it  took  him  through 

the  Dead  Marina. 

'Bird's  lips  quirked  in  an  ironic  smirk  as  they  re- 
garded that  ominously  titled  strip  of  once-prime  wa- 

terfront looming  just  ahead.  It  had  been  intended  to 
showcase  a  series  of  elaborate  docks  at  which  the 

diplomats  and  high  rollers  Aztlan  was  designed  to 

impress  could  park  their  expensive  yachts.  There'd 
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been  an  AFZoRTA  terminal  in  the  center,  and  a  two- 
klik  stretch  of  shops,  hotels,  and  luxury  apartments 
ranked  along  a  network  of  canals  that  extended  from 
the  shore  back  to  the  beltway.  The  idea  had  been  to 
emulate  Venice,  Italy. 

But  in  this  one  aspect  Aztlan  had  failed. 

More  specifically,  the  rock  beneath  the  founda- 
tions had  failed — subsided,  as  geologists  would  say, 

.05  to  1.3  meters,  to  be  exact — in  one  of  those  earth- 
quakes that  plagued  the  region.  Which  was  one  of 

the  reasons  most  buildings  in  Aztlan  were  low  and 
sprawling,  not  tall  and  thin. 

The  upshot  was  that  ninety-three  percent  of  the 
structures  in  what  had  quickly  been  termed  the 
Dead  Marina  had  been  declared  unstable  and  sched- 

uled for  demolition.  Unfortunately,  the  backers  had 

gone  bankrupt;  and  the  rest  of  the  OAS,  who'd  had 
the  construction  of  monuments,  museums,  and  min- 

istries to  oversee,  had  been  more  concerned  with 

building  than  destruction,  especially  as  they'd 
wanted  to  get  their  shiny  New  World  capital  up  and 

running  in  time  to  host  the  '20  Olympics.  Since 
then — well,  it  was  simpler  to  seal  off  a  beltway  exit, 
put  up  hurricane  fences,  and  post  no  trespassing 
signs  than  to  deal  with  the  situation. 

Nor  was  the  area  actually  off-limits,  at  least  not  to 
foot  traffic  and  boats.  It  was  just  that  there  was  noth- 

ing to  see  or  do  there;  and  even  the  underculture 
such  sites  would  normally  have  attracted  could  do 
better  elsewhere.  For  even  the  homeless  and  crimi- 

nal liked  level  floors,  straight  walls,  and  dry  feet.  At 
least  they  did  in  Aztlan. 

So  it  was,  then,  that  'Bird  scrambled  up  a  low 
bank,  vaulted  a  tarnished  hurricane  fence,  and 
touched  down  on  the  cracked  (but  only  slightly 
tilted)  concrete  sweep  of  Dead  Marina  Promenade. 
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A  klik  of  same,  keeping  an  eye  out  for  suspicious 
shadows,  and  steering  wide  of  canalside  alleyways, 

and  he'd  head  west  until  he  hit  the  beltway,  follow 
it  up  to  Sequoya,  and — again — be  home. 

As  he  strode  into  the  third  block,  marked  by  a 
jumble  of  sandcrete  slabs  and  marble-plast  Quetzal- 
coatls  that  had  once  been  the  facade  of  a  never- 
completed  Hilton,  it  occurred  to  him  that  one  of  his 

lesser  perplexities  had  clarified.  He'd  wondered  why 
that  woman — Carolyn,  he  amended — hadn't  recog- 

nized him  as  easily  as  he'd  recognized  her  (once  he'd 
got  a  good  look  at  her).  But  that  was  simple:  he'd 
worn  makeup — and  he  challenged  anyone  to  recog- 

nize someone  they'd  seen  but  once  when  painted 
eagle  eyes  distorted  that  person's  features. On  the  other  hand  .  .  . 

He  slowed  and  angled  right,  toward  the  stainless- 
steel  rail  that  fringed  the  Promenade.  Puffing  his 
cheeks,  he  leaned  against  the  cool  metal,  watching 
the  breakers  pick  and  pry  at  the  ruins  of  a  ten- 
million-dollar  dock  to  his  left.  A  breeze  swept  by  and 
danced  through  his  hair,  bringing  the  salt  scent  of 
seashore,  and,  less  clearly,  some  sort  of  chemical 
stench  that  might  be  ethanol,  coupled  with  a  sharper 

musk.  Whitecaps  slapped  at  the  pilings  that  sup- 
ported the  pavement,  while  something  made  a 

creaking  sound  farther  down  the  canal  that  probed 
toward  the  beltway  a  quarter  block  to  the  north. 
Now  where  was  he?  Oh  yeah:  why  that  woman 

had  reacted  as  she  had — 
More  creaking,  more  smacks  of  water  against 

piles. 
And  something  else — 

'Bird  spun  around,  instantly  on  guard,  hands  al- 
ready balling  into  fists. 

— Too  late. 
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They  were  on  him:  two  of  them,  bulky  men  in 
cloaklike  overcoat/serape/raincoat  things  with  hoods 
Both  overtopped  him  by  a  head.  And  they  were 
inhisfaceNOWl 

He  managed  to  slam  the  right-hand  one  in  the  jaw 
with  a  fist,  but  the  kick  he  aimed  at  the  other  caught 
cloth  instead  of  crotch;  and  the  critical  instant  it 

took  'Bird  to  realize  that  no,  the  guy  was  not  going 
down,  proved  his  undoing. 

Rather  than  grab  for  his  groin,  the  man  snatched 

at  'Bird,  flinging  himself  forward  in  the  process.  Al- 
ready off-balance,  'Bird  stumbled  on  a  section  of  un- 
even pavement  as  he  backpedaled  and  lost  his 

equilibrium  entirely.  His  skull  grazed  the  railing  as 
he  flailed  out  to  keep  from  going  down,  further  fuzz- 

ing out  senses  that  were  already  becoming  unclear — 
at  which  point  he  really  did  fall — hard,  winding 
himself  for  the  second  time  in  an  hour.  And  before 

he  could  do  more  than  scramble  up  on  his  elbows, 
one  assailant  had  seized  him  by  the  shoulders  and 

neatly  flipped  him  over.  'Bird  tried  to  snare  him  by 
the  legs  as  they  came  in  range,  but  his  desperately 
clawing  fingers  could  find  no  purchase  on  what 
seemed  less  like  calves  than  pillars  of  adamant,  both 
in  solidity  and  weight.  And  then  his  chin  hit  the 
pavement  tooth-grating  hard,  conjuring  stars  to 
complement  the  encroaching  blackness,  so  that  he 
was  but  distantly  aware  of  a  knee  in  the  small  of  his 
back  holding  him  down  until  another  set  of  hands 
could  seize  his  biceps  and  heave  him  up  once  more, 
arms  twisted  painfully  behind  him. 

He  blinked  dizzily,  saw  the  waves  shimmering — 
and  felt  a  sudden  urge  to  vomit — which  he  did,  all 
down  his  tunic  front.  Someone  laughed;  the  other 
someone  cuffed  his  ears,  at  which  point  a  hand 

snapped  across  his  mouth,  stifling  the  scream  he'd 
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been  contemplating — whereupon  they  spun  around, 

and  'Bird  felt  himself  being  hauled  toward  the  near- 
est alley.  He  struggled  frantically — mostly  jerks,  and 

kicks — but  the  hands  clamped  around  his  biceps 
merely  tightened  a  fair  way  past  pain,  as  arms  that 
seemed  stronger  than  earth  dragged  him  on.  The  one 
kick  that  actually  connected  produced  exactly  noth- 

ing; and  one  final  attempt  at  shifting  his  weight  so 

as  to  overbalance  the  guy  he'd  clobbered  might  as 
well  have  been  aimed  at  the  OAS  Pyramid,  so  little 
did  it  affect  that  cyclopean  form. 

God,  but  these  sons  of  bitches  were  strong!  Strong 
and  heavy! 

Make  that  strong,  heavy,  and  invisible;  for  exclud- 

ing an  impression  of  size  and  clothing,  'Bird  had  not 
so  much  as  glimpsed  a  face.  Stormy  would  not  be 
pleased.  Stormy  said  to  always  try  to  get  at  least 

some  piece  of  physical  description,  preferably  some- 

thing that  couldn't  be  easily  altered. 
In  the  process  of  sidestepping  a  gaping  hole  in  the 

pavement,  the  man  whose  hand  blocked  'Bird's 
mouth  shifted  his  grip.  'Bird  promptly  bit  him — and 
earned  another  cuff  to  the  temple  for  his  trouble. 

Comets  joined  stars,  and  then  the  background 
blackness  took  over. 

Somewhere  in  that  fifty-meter  jaunt  he  evidently 
passed  out,  because  one  moment  they  were  in  the 
middle  of  the  Promenade,  and  the  next,  they  were 

entering  that  alley.  Which,  now  'Bird  got  a  bleary- 
eyed  look  at  it,  was  floored  with  boards  like  a  dock 
and  bisected  by  a  narrow  canal. 

The  air  stank  of  rotten  fish  and  something  else 

vaguely  organic.  He  promptly  gagged  again — which 
only  filled  his  mouth  with  foul-tasting  crud  and  made 
him  choke. 

The  hand  over  his  mouth  relaxed  barely  enough 
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for  him  to  spit  the  mess  onto  the  decking,  and  they 
were  moving  again,  down  the  alley,  down  into  a 

physical  darkness  almost  as  deep  as  that  now  pass- 

ing in  waves  through  'Bird's  consciousness. 
Where,  'Bird  wondered  dimly,  was  the  moon? 
Abruptly  they  halted.  The  hand  slipped  off  'Bird's 

mouth,  and  he  found  air  and  a  clear  esophagus 

briefly  more  desirable  than  yelling  for  help — assum- 
ing anyone  would  have  heard.  And  then  Arm-Pinner 

grabbed  his  face  from  behind  and  pinched  his 
cheeks,  forcing  his  mouth  open  wide — across  which 
the  other  promptly  whipped  a  piece  of  fabric,  form- 

ing a  gag. 

A  sound  hissed  in  his  ear,  but  it  took  'Bird  a  mo- 
ment to  realize  that  Arm-Pinner  was  speaking. 

"You  will  stop  struggling,"  that  one  said.  "No  one 
can  hear  you  now." 

Yeah,  tell  me  more!  'Bird  thought  grimly,  as  the 
vises  on  his  biceps  slowly  forced  him  first  to  his 
knees,  then  to  an  awkward  sprawl,  and  finally  onto 
his  back.  A  deft  flurry  of  motion  followed  by  a  thump 
and  numbing  pressure  on  his  elbows  told  him  that 
one  was  kneeling  on  his  arms,  pinning  them  against 

the  boards  with  so  much  force  'Bird  could  already 
feel  his  fingers  going  numb.  At  which  point  the  other 
eased  around  and  made  to  step  over  his  lower  body. 

'Bird  bucked  desperately,  twisting  sideways  as 
best  he  could,  but  the  man  never  faltered.  A  pair  of 

kicks  directly  into  the  looming  figure's  crotch  again 
had  no  effect;  and  before  'Bird  could  puzzle  out  an- 

other strategy,  the  man  had  pressed  one  leg  to  the 
boards  with  a  huge  foot,  and  was  straddling  him 
with  the  other.  He  sat  down  gracelessly:  an  iron 

mountain  across  'Bird's  thighs,  and  'Bird  got  a  sense 
of  being  compressed  by  at  least  one-twenty  kilos. 
Once  settled,  the  man  leaned  forward,  bracing  him- 
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self  with  his  left  hand,  while  he  fumbled  inside  his 
voluminous  clothing  with  the  other.  Unfortunately, 
the  hood  of  his  overgarment  still  obscured  his  face. 

"We  do  not  like  to  hurt  things,"  Arm-Pinner  mur- 
mured from  above  him,  his  voice  oddly  flat  and  awk- 

ward, like  someone  whose  birth  tongue  was  other 

than  English,  or — more  aptly — like  deaf  people  often 
sounded;  as  if  he  knew  the  words  and  patterns  but 

not  the  nuances  of  inflection.  "No,  we  certainly  do 
not  like  to  hurt  things,"  he  repeated,  as  though  he'd 
liked  the  sound  of  that  phrase,  "yet  sometimes  it  is 
necessary.  Pain  is  not  to  be  wished  for,  but  it  hap- 

pens. Nor  is  death  to  be  desired,  yet  it  occurs  every 
day  to  a  million-million-million  living  things.  Most 
have  no  awareness;  most  are  so  tiny  one  may  kill 
them  and  not  even  know.  But  in  the  eyes  of  the  uni- 

verse, you  are  tiny  too — Thunderbird  O'Connor. 
And  so,  if  we  happen  to  kill  you,  it  is  unlikely  that 

the  universe  will  care." 
'Bird  struggled,  but  to  no  avail.  He  very  much 

feared  he  was  going  to  vomit  again. 

"Yes  .  .  .  killing  .  .  .  death  by  another  name.  Not  to 
be  desired,  but  sometimes  necessary — especially  to 
those  who  see  what  they  should  notr 

The  pressure  on  his  elbows  increased  alarmingly, 

as  did  the  weight  immobilizing  his  thighs.  Arm- 

Pinner  fell  silent,  but  as  'Bird  watched,  horrified, 
Leg-Straddler  finally  found  whatever  he'd  been 
rifling  his  clothing  for  and  drew  it  out. 

Something  as  long  as  his  hand,  that  shimmered 
like  broken  glass  in  the  light  of  the  moon  that  had 
just  cleared  the  roof  of  the  defunct  Hilton,  there  at 
the  east  end  of  the  alley. 

Glass!  Not  metal,  glassl  But  not  window  glass  or 

bottle  glass — 
Obsidian. 
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The  man  held  an  obsidian  knife! 

And  that  man  on  the  beach:  the  one  who'd  been 

flayed!  The  guy  who'd  done  that  had  used  an  obsid- 
ian knife.  Shoot,  'Bird  had  picked  up  the  damned 

thing  after  the  assailant  had  flung  it  at  him! 
Which  meant .  .  . 

He  put  everything  he  had  into  bucking  at  least  one 
of  the  men  away.  But  a  slap  across  his  face  from 
Arm-Pinner  well-nigh  brought  unconsciousness. 
And  while  part  of  him  would  have  welcomed  that, 
another  aspect  knew  that  if  he  succumbed,  he  would 
never  see  daylight  again,  that  as  long  as  he  was  even 
numbly  aware,  there  was  hope,  whereas  if  he  gave 
up  now,  he  was  done  for. 

"Alive?"  Leg-Straddler  wondered  softly,  sounding 
marginally  more  sure  of  inflection  than  the  other. 
"Or  dead?" 

"Dead  does  no  good,"  Arm-Pinner  replied,  as  Leg- 
Straddler  ran  a  stubby  finger  along  the  edge  of  the 
obsidian  knife  as  though  it  were  some  toy  he  had 

discovered.  "Of  course  he  will  be  dead  when  you 
finish,  or  shortly  thereafter.  And  then  we  must  elim- 

inate the  woman  he  seems  to  have  alerted." 
In  reply,  Leg-Straddler  simply  reached  toward 

'Bird's  throat,  inserted  two  fingers  into  the  collar  slit 
of  his  tunic — and  pulled  down.  It  was  not  a  sharp 
movement;  but  it  held  the  inexorability  of  ice  caps — 

which  was  sufficient.  'Bird  felt  fabric  press  hard  into 
the  back  of  his  neck,  felt  friction  burn  his  flesh;  and 
then,  with  a  soft  ripping  sound,  the  hopsack  parted. 

Cool  air  floated  across  'Bird's  bare  chest  and  belly. A  random  breeze  tickled  his  ribs.  He  could  feel  the 
boards  pulse  softly,  a  counterpoint  to  the  slap  of  the 
waves. 

Leg-Straddler  grunted  and  shifted  down.  A  huge 
hand  fumbled  at  'Bird's  waistband.  He  heard  the 
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buzz-rip  of  Velcro  letting  go.  A  jerk,  and  his  jeans 
were  open  to  the  base  of  his  penis.  He  wished  he  had 
on  underwear. 

Meanwhile,  Arm-Pinner's  finger  had  found  the  sil- 
ver tattoo  of  his  body  phone  in  the  shadow  of  his 

clavicle.  "Begin  here,"  he  hissed. 
Leg-Straddler  nodded,  and  'Bird  caught  the  merest 

flash  of  a  gap-toothed  grin  before  he  saw  a  far  more 
ominous  flash  as  the  man  bent  forward  and  inserted 

the  glistening  tip  of  the  obsidian  knife  into  the  heart 
of  the  only  remaining  hope  he  had.  A  twist,  marked 
by  a  sharp  flare  of  pain,  an  electronic  shriek  in  his 
ear,  and  a  glitter  of  blood,  and  it  was  over. 

But  the  knife's  work  wasn't. 
'Bird  held  his  breath  as  Leg-Straddler  slowly  drew 

the  very  point  of  the  blade  delicately  across  his  right 
pec  until  it  was  centered  exactly  where  the  softness 

of  his  throat  gave  way  to  the  hardness  of  his  ster- 
num. And  then,  oh  so  slowly,  he  eased  that  point 

inward  and  down. 

'Bird  barely  felt  it  at  first,  so  sharp  was  that  edge, 
so  fine  and  clear  the  pain  that  took  fire  in  his  chest. 

There  was  little  blood — yet.  That  would  come  later, 
he  imagined. 

So  why  didn't  they  get  it  over  with?  Why  prolong 
the  agony?  Why  not  stab  him  now  and  have  done,  if 
all  they  wanted  was  revenge  against  someone  who 
had  identified  their  fellow? 

But  exactly  as  the  knife  reached  the  lower  arc  of 
his  rib  cage  and  slid  into  the  softer  flesh  of  his  belly, 
he  knew. 

He  was  being  skinned! 
Skinned  alive  like  that  poor  guy  on  the  beach. 
And  now,  with  that  knife  edge  gliding  a  delicate 

quarter  sim  deep  through  his  flesh,  he  dared  not  so 
much  as  flinch  lest  he  die! 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  239 

A  slow  death  or  a  quick  one?  Well,  it  didn't  hurt 
much — yet.  Therefore,  he  didn't  wish  for  death — 
yet.  But  he  wished,  very  badly,  he'd  followed  his 
grandfather's  advice  and  composed  a  death  song. 

Lower,  possibly  deeper;  and  'Bird  wondered  how 
far  in  that  blade  would  have  to  delve  before  his  guts 
started  spilling  out.  Whether  it  would  go  left  or  right 
of  his  navel;  how  much  longer  he  would  get  to  be  a 
man.  He  had  a  hard  flat  stomach,  smoothly  muscled; 
but  down  the  center  .  .  . 

He  gasped  as  the  pain  increased,  and  it  took  all 
the  will  he  had  not  to  flinch.  Reality  began  to  tunnel. 

Pain,  pain,  pain,  he  told  himself.  It  is  only  pain. 
Only  electricity  and  chemicals  bitching  at  each 

other. 

More  pain  now,  and  he  ground  his  teeth  into  the 
gag.  Sweat  sprang  out  on  his  body,  though  he  was 
cold.  The  tunnel  narrowed.  Shock  hovered  near. 

He  closed  his  eyes.  When  he  opened  them  again, 
he  saw  red. 

Not  blood,  however,  but  a  sim-sized  spot  of  ruby 

light  sliding  quickly  up  Leg-Straddler's  right  side  be- 
fore being  masked  by  the  mass  of  his  shoulder. 

A  sharp  crack. 
A  louder  splat,  like  a  water  balloon  exploding. 
And  an  eruption  of  too-hot  blood  mixed  with 

something  gritty  that  was  probably  bone. 
And  the  echo — like  lightning  striking  in  a  drum. 
Reality  wavered,  then  stabilized. 

Leg-Straddler  vented  a  high-pitched  wail  and  top- 
pled to  his  left,  clutching  at  his  shoulder  as  he  fell. 

'Bird  felt  more  blood  spray  across  his  belly  and 
prayed  it  wasn't  his.  The  clatter  of  the  blade  slipping 
to  the  boards  seemed  promising.  The  tunnel  wid- 

ened minutely,  became  the  end  of  the  alley  at  which 
showed  a  dark  man  shape,  the  moon,  and  midway 
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up  the  man's  body,  a  fallen  star  of  crimson  light. 
The  pressure  on  'Bird's  arms  shifted,  but  did  not 

relent — not  enough  for  him  to  twist  free,  though  he 
was  already  heaving  the  shrieking  Leg-Straddler  off 
his  thighs.  The  man  was  sobbing. 

Footsteps  slapped  against  the  boards,  then 
stopped  abruptly,  to  be  followed  by  another  crack — 
and  a  second  liquid  explosion. 

Whereupon  Arm-Pinner  likewise  tumbled  away 
from  him. 

Blood  whipped  across  'Bird's  face,  well-nigh  blind- 
ing him,  but  with  the  weight  of  his  assailants  gone, 

he  put  all  his  energy  into  rolling  as  far  from  them  as 
he  could.  A  foot  caught  him  on  one  shoulder  as  he 

went — probably  Arm-Pinner  thrashing  about. 
More  footsteps,  as  Arm-Pinner  struggled  to  his 

feet.  Another  crack — two  more — a  muffled  cry,  and 
the  world  narrowed  to  the  sound  of  thumpings  and 
scuf flings  and  echoing  gunshot  blasts,  over  all  of 
which  floated  a  cloud  of  pain. 

"  'Bird!  You  all  right?" 
'Bird  finally  ceased  rolling  long  enough  to  wipe  the 

blood  from  his  eyes  with  one  hand  while  he  undid 

the  gag  with  the  other.  "S-stormy?"  he  ventured  hes- 
itantly, to  the  slim  silhouette  he  could  dimly  see 

striding  toward  him. 

"Just  call  me  Mario,"  Stormy  chuckled  grimly,  as 
he  sauntered  cockily  to  where  'Bird  lay.  A  nickel- 
plated  pistol  gleamed  in  his  hand,  probably  one  of 
the  9  mm.  Heckler  &  Roches  his  embassy  used.  A 

laser  targe ter  lurked  below  the  barrel.  He  looked  ex- 

ceedingly smug.  "You  okay?"  he  repeated,  his  face 
going  suddenly  hard  as  his  gaze  swept  over  'Bird's 
bloody  face  and  torso. 

"Just  a  flesh  wound,  really,"  'Bird  gasped  weakly, 
and  would  have  laughed  from  pure  hysterical  relief 
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had  it  not  hurt  so  much.  "Most  of  this  isn't  mine,  so 
I'll  .  .  .  live,  I  reckon.  What  about  the  boogers?" 

"Winged  'em,  I  hope.  One  in  the  right  shoulder, 
the  other  in  the  left  as  he  looked  up — which  took  a 

little  doing,  since  I  didn't  want  to  get  you!  I  had  to 
kneecap  'em  too,  but  I  tried  to  do  that  gently." 

'Bird's  gaze  wavered  from  his  friend  to  the  spot  a 
few  meters  away  where  both  assailants  lay  moaning. 
Reality  tunneled  again. 

"Hold  still." 

'Bird  had  no  trouble  complying  as  Stormy 
whipped  off  his  serape  and  used  it  to  dab  at  the  blood 

that  salved  'Bird's  torso.  "Yeah,  you  may  live.  I've 
got  some  Spraskin  in  the  Jeep — 'course  it's  half  a 
klik  south  of  here  ..." 

"Like  we  said,  I'll  live,"  'Bird  managed,  though  he 
had  no  urge  yet  to  rise. 

"You  wanta  call  the  Mounties  or  shall  I?" 
"You'll  have  to,"  'Bird  mumbled  distantly,  as  pain 

and  shock  mounted  a  sneak  attack.  "They  .  .  .  got 
my  phone.  Gut  that  sucker  clean  out." 

"You  never  liked  it  anyway,"  Stormy  snorted, 
reaching  for  the  hollow  of  his  clavicle. 

"Just  a  sec." 
"What?" 

"How'd  you—?" 
"When  you  left  your  place,  I  remembered  that  I 

wanted  to  lend  you  a  piece.  But  by  the  time  I  got 
past  your  fucking  guards,  you  were  gone.  Fortu- 

nately, I  saw  those  guys  tailing  you — saw  the  flash 
of  that  knife.  I  tried  to  call  you  but  your  phone  was 
off,  and  the  shitheads  at  the  taxi  place  gave  me  a 
bunch  of  runaround  about  confidentiality,  and  I 
knew  the  Mounties  would  either  think  I  was  crazy 

or  go  ballistic.  So  I  left  a  message  at  the  'Wheel  for 
you  to  call  me — " 
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" — which  I  never  got — " 
" — Obviously.  So  I  figured  maybe  I  oughta  go 

down  there  myself,  but  on  the  way  I  caught  up  with 

the  Dodge  boys  again — I  thought.  Trouble  is,  there 

are  a  lot  of  white  Dodge  Argons  in  this  town,  and  I'd 
managed  to  miss  the  plate — so  when  they  headed 
north  instead  of  south  I  knew  I  had  the  wrong  one. 

I  called  the  'Wheel  again  but  they  said  you  were  in 
the  middle  of  your  set,  so  I  headed  south — just  in 
time  to  hit  the  toli  traffic.  By  the  time  I  got  through 

that  you'd  left.  I  tracked  you — literally,  but  lost  you 
in  the  Marina.  And  then  I  heard — " 

Stormy 's  words  broke  off,  his  face  went  white. 
"Holy  Mother  of  all  the  Gods!" 

'Bird  froze  in  the  act  of  sitting  up,  to  follow  his 
buddy's  gaze. 

And  saw  two  things,  one  he  did  not  want  to  be- 
lieve, one  he  could  not  believe. 

Leg-Straddler  had  scooted  up  against  a  wall  and 
lay  there  moaning  softly,  one  hand  gripping  his  shat- 

tered shoulder,  the  other  splayed  across  his  knee, 
while  steady  streams  of  blood  oozed  through  both 

sets  of  fingers.  But  what  put  the  wind  up  'Bird  was 
the  fact  that  far  from  the  cold-blooded  vivisectionist 
he  had  been  earlier,  he  was  now  sobbing  helplessly 
like  a  little  child. 

"Duele,"  he  blubbered  over  and  over.  "Duele. 
Duele.  Duele. "  Hurt.  Hurt.  Hurt.  On  and  on,  as  pink- 

ish drool  spilled  from  his  mouth  and  onto  his  im- 
pressive chest.  His  face  was  utterly  devoid  of 

intelligence — and  had  obviously  never  held  any. 
But  the  other  .  .  .  the  one  'Bird  had  assumed  had 

simply  been  writhing  in  the  understandable  pain  of 
two  bullet  wounds  .  .  .  what  he  saw  there  .  .  . 

"Jesus  Christ,  shitl"  he  gulped,  as  Stormy  squat- 
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ted  beside  him  to  brace  him  with  an  arm  around  his 

shoulders.  "Oh  Jesus!" 
For  somehow,  in  the  few  moments  since  Stormy 

had  shot  him,  Arm-Pinner  had  worked  his  way  out 
of  most  of  his  clothing — had  stripped  off  his  over- 
cloak  and  tunic,  and  rucked  down  both  pairs  of 
pants.  It  was  hard  to  get  a  sense  of  his  body  in  the 
gloom,  however,  save  that  he  was  over  two  meters 
tall  and  powerfully  built,  and  that  his  skin  was  un- 

cannily white  where  it  was  not  patterned  with  the 
blood  that  made  starbursts  on  his  left  shoulder  and 

right  knee. 
Nor  was  he  moaning,  at  least  not  like  his  drooling 

accomplice. 

"Oh  .  .  .  shit!"  from  Stormy.  "I  ain't  believin'  this! 

No  way!" 
For  even  as  he  and  'Bird  gaped  incredulously, 

Arm-Pinner  raised  his  hand  to  his  chest,  and  with 
exquisite  precision  slit  himself  from  neck  to  penis 
with  one  long  fingernail.  But  instead  of  blood,  in- 

stead of  viscera,  instead  of .  .  .  who  knew  what,  his 
skin  peeled  away  like  paper,  revealing  something 
dark  and  pale  and  vaguely  tubular.  A  leech  or  mag- 

got, 'Bird  thought  at  first,  and  felt  his  gorge  rise.  Be- 
side him  he  heard  Stormy  swallowing. 

But  then  the  upper  part  slipped  free  and  'Bird  saw 
that  it  was  no  such  disgusting  shape.  Rather,  it 
looked  a  very  great  deal  like  a  whale — a  killer  whale, 

to  be  specific,  though  he'd  never  seen  one  that  small. 
The  flukes  came  last,  flipping  out  of  the  abdominal 

cavity  to  leave  the  legs  flat  as  empty  stockings. 
With  one  final  awkward  roll,  it  flopped  over  the 

side  of  the  boards  and  into  the  canal.  'Bird  heard  the 

heavy  splash,  punctuated  by  the  ongoing,  "Duele, 
duele,  duele ..." 

"I  fuckin'  ain't  believing  that!"  he  whispered. 
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"Like  I  am?"  Stormy  swallowed  shakily.  "Jesus, 
man,  I  sure  as  hell  hope  you  believe  in  magic  now — 

'cause  to  repeat  what  I  said  before:  it  sure  as  hell 
looks  like  magic  believes  in  you!" 

"Magic,"  'Bird  echoed  numbly.  "Magic  ..." 
"The  wolves  of  the  sea:  my  mother's  people's  de- 

mons." "Huh?" 

"Were-orcas:  the  Makah  believe  in  were-orcas." 
"If  that's  what  that  was  ..." 

"The  wolves  of  the  sea,"  Stormy  repeated  softly. 
"And  unfortunately  wolves  hunt  in  packs." 

'Bird  could  not  reply. 
Stormy's  face  was  still  pale  as  he  patted  'Bird  on 

the  shoulder  and  eased  past  him  toward  the  scene 

of  carnage.  "Magic  or  not,  I'd  better  check  out  this 
other  guy — in  case  there's  something  about  him  that 
might  make  it .  .  .  unwise  to  call  an  ambulance.  And 

if  not — well,  first  aid  would  make  a  damned  fine  re- 

ality check  right  now." 
'Bird  could  only  sit  and  stare  and  try  to  reassemble 

his  world  in  some  way  that  made  even  half-assed 
sense. 

He  hurt  so  many  places  he  might  as  well  not  hurt, 
though  the  pain  between  his  pecs  was  subsiding.  He 
glanced  down  fearfully,  probing  along  his  sternum. 

Nothing  major — thank  God.  That  must  have  been  a 
preliminary  incision.  A  light  one  before  the  clincher. 

Only  the  bottom  two  inches  were  bleeding  signifi- 
cantly, and  that  more  a  trickle  than  a  stream.  He 

took  off  the  rags  of  his  tunic  and  pressed  it  there. 

Stormy,  meanwhile,  was  fully  involved  with  Leg- 
Straddler's  wounds.  Which  left  'Bird  the  dubious 
task  of  investigating  the  impossible.  Steeling  himself, 
he  crawled  toward  the  crumpled  mass  of  clothing 
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and  .  .  .  whatever  it  was  that  seconds  before  had 
been  Arm-Pinner. 

Closer,  and  he  nudged  one  empty  shoe  with  a  fin- 
ger. It  rattled  on  the  boards.  The  wad  beyond  was 

pants,  underwear,  and  socks,  empty  save  for  a  pink/ 
white  something  that  lay  crumpled  for  at  least  two 
meters  farther  on. 

'Bird  knew  what  it  was  but  did  not  at  first  acknowl- 
edge that  knowing. 

It  was  skin.  Human  skin.  But  not  the  flayed  skin 
of  one  single  body.  By  the  difference  in  color,  hair 
distribution,  and  texture,  what  lay  glistening  wetly 
there  in  the  ghostly  moonlight  of  the  Dead  Marina, 
were  the  crudely  joined  skins  of  at  least  five  separate 
persons,  one  of  them  a  woman. 

"Stormy — "  'Bird  began,  as  darkness  hovered 
near.  "I  think  you'd  better  have  a  look  at  this." 

"Soon  as  I  tighten  this  tourniquet,"  Stormy  called 
back.  "But  'Bird — this  one's  your  call." 



Chapter  XXI: 
Open  Door  Policy 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — 
shortly  past  midnight) 

Carolyn  couldn't  sleep. 
For  the  last  forty  minutes  she'd  lain  flat  on  her 

back  in  the  precise  center  of  her  futon,  arms  flung 
loosely  at  her  sides,  legs  slightly  apart,  head  properly 
pillowed  to  remove  all  stress  from  her  neck.  Her 

breathing  was  regular,  her  clothing — an  oversized 
Gousteau  Society  T-shirt — loose.  None  of  her  mus- 

cles or  joints  were  in  tension;  her  stomach,  kidneys, 
and  bowels  had  all  been  tended  to.  No  knots,  lumps, 
or  ridges  disturbed  the  bedding  beneath  her,  and  the 

temperature  was  exactly  right.  She'd  even  put  an  ex- 
tended electronic  cover  of  Maurice  Roberts's  Tara 

on  the  stereo. 

Nothing  helped.  Her  eyes  felt  big  as  saucers — ab- 
solutely would  not  stay  closed.  Rather,  like  flies, 

they  flicked  first  to  the  ceiling,  then  to  the  sliding 
glass  doors,  then  to  the  tall  slanting  windows  be- 

tween them,  that  showed  her  half  the  sky.  Her  bed- 
room faced  due  east,  and  she  could  see  the  gibbous 

moon  from  where  she  lay:  nearing  the  zenith  above 

246 
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the  head-high  wall  that  screened  her  patio  from 
DeSoto  Street. 

A  breeze  was  blowing,  betrayed  by  the  swaying  of 
the  agave  spears  by  the  gate.  She  considered  joining 
them  for  a  while,  fixing  herself  a  toddy,  perhaps,  and 
lying  on  her  lounger  beneath  the  Caribbean  stars. 

Except  that  she'd  spent  too  much  effort  getting 
situated.  And  except  that  to  prepare  a  posset  re- 

quired revisiting  the  kitchen  and  risking  a  potential 
encounter  with  Kevin  (who,  to  judge  by  the  lack  of 

noise  from  the  living  room,  had  finally  found  Dream- 
land himself). 

She  wondered  if  she'd  been  wise  to  let  him  camp 
here,  given  that  the  Schism  still  existed  and  was  at 
present  being  ignored,  not  dealt  with,  and  that  any 
hope  of  further  de-escalation  depended,  from  her 
point  of  view,  on  dealing  with  it — though  what  that 
nebulous  concept  entailed,  she  had  no  idea.  They 
both  knew  the  truth:  Mom  had  indulged  in  at  least 
one  fruitful  fling;  Dad  had  calmly  drawn  a  discreet, 

but  very  clear  line  in  the  sand;  and  they'd  all  staked 
out  their  respective  territories.  But  Mom  was  beyond 
easy  reach  by  phone  just  now,  Dad  was  giving  no  one 
grief,  and  nothing  constructive  was  to  be  gained  by 
continued  hostilities. 

Except  that  somebody  had  to  bend  first. 
Really  bend. 
God,  it  was  a  mess. 

And  it  wasn't  like  she  didn't  have  other  crises  to 
contend  with!  Lord,  but  a  lot  had  happened  during 

the  last  two  days — so  much,  in  truth,  that  she'd 
barely  begun  to  sort  it  out,  never  mind  that  she'd 
spent  half  that  time  asleep,  unconscious,  sedated, 
anesthetized — or  dead. 

Dead. 
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There  was  a  certain  dull  finality  to  that  word;  a 
heavy  permanence. 

But  had  she  been  dead?  She  could  remember 

nothing  about  that  time — though  of  course  no  one 

had  told  her  that  she  was  about  to  die,  so  she'd 
hardly  been  primed  to  take  notes.  The  facts  were 

that  she'd  been  flatlined:  no  breathing,  no  heartbeat, 
no  brain  activity.  And  though  it  was  possible  to  re- 

suscitate people  after  the  first  two  had  gone  AWOL, 
the  third  .  .  .  Well,  she  really  ought  to  be  hobnobbing 
with  potatoes  right  now,  instead  of  assailing  the  mys- 

teries of  her  existence  as  viciously  as  ever. 

So  perhaps  she  hadn't  been  dead  at  all. 
There'd  been  no  out-of-body  experiences,  that 

much  was  certain.  No  bright  light,  no  tunnel,  no  feel- 
ing of  peace,  no  sense  of  welcome  or  love,  no  shad- 
owy figures  of  deceased  loved  ones. 

But  what  had  happened?  Nesheim  wasn't  the  sort 
to  obsess  over  nothing,  and  he'd  certainly  obsessed 
over  whatever  had  happened  to  her.  And  while  the 
man  had  driven  her  crazy  during  the  past  few  days, 

she  imagined  that  in  his  situation,  she'd  do  the  same. 
She  was  an  anomaly.  Some  of  science's  major  break- 

throughs had  been  born  of  anomalies. 

Shoot,  until  she'd  died,  she'd  been  obsessing  on 
an  anomaly  herself! 

What  was  up  with  the  dolphins,  anyway?  Or  the 
orcas,  more  properly?  What  could  possibly  have 
caused  an  orca  (or  several — perhaps  an  entire  small 
pod)  not  only  to  attack  a  large  population  of  dolphins 
(though  attacks  themselves  were  not  unknown),  but 
to  mutilate  them  in  a  creepily  consistent  manner  yet 

not  devour  their  kills?  It  didn't  make  sense,  not  by 
the  accepted  conventions  of  cetacean  behavior. 
Much  against  her  will,  she  was  reminded  of  some  of 

her  mom's  gorier  tales,  about  people  who'd  had  their 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  249 

tongues  cut  out  or  been  blinded  or  otherwise 
maimed,  as  punishment  for  speaking  too  freely  or 

seeing  what  they  oughtn't. 
Of  course,  Kev  had  liked  those  stories — and  look 

what  it  had  done  to  him. 

Well,  it  had  put  him  in  a  castle  in  Eireland,  for  one 
thing,  and  given  him  enough  money  to  do  pretty 
much  as  he  pleased. 

But  it — or  something — had  also  got  to  him  in  a  big 
way,  had,  she  feared,  pushed  him  beyond  the  brink, 
with  his  talk  of  selkies,  and  such. 

Except  that  he'd  looked  so  sincere.  And  there  was 
also  the  not  insignificant  fact  that  he  was  here,  had 
apparently  gone  through  a  great  deal  of  grief  to  get 
here,  and  had  then  risked  major  ridicule  to  pass  on 
his  preposterous  notion. 

So  perhaps  she  should  cut  him  some  slack. 

After  all,  she'd  told  him  something  quite  prepos- 
terous too.  Like,  how  many  folks  dropped  in  on  their 

long-lost  kin  only  to  be  informed,  very  bluntly,  that 

they'd  been  dead  for  nigh  on  an  hour  but  were  re- 
covering nicely,  and  accepted  it  with  the  grace  Kevin 

had  granted  her? 
Besides,  there  was  a  common  thread  in  their  sep- 

arate weirdnesses.  Kev  had  talked  about  selkies, 

which,  as  he'd  needlessly  explained,  were  a  sort  of 
were-seal  native  to  Eireland  and  Scotland  (according 
to  the  folklore,  at  least).  They  were  supposed  to  shift 
shape  by  the  expedient  of  putting  on  or  removing 
sealskins.  To  catch  a  selkie,  you  hid  its  skin — which 
also  incurred  its  wrath,  but,  unlike  leprechaun  gold, 
earned  you  no  three  wishes. 

But  that  odd  dream — the  one  with  her  mom  and 

the  lad  with  whom  she'd  made  love:  that  lad  had 
turned  into  a  ...  a  seal.  Well,  not  precisely.  She'd 
bedded  down  with  him  in  human  shape,  and  there'd 
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been  a  seal  in  his  place  when  she'd  awakened. 
A  seal  that  had  spoken  directly  to  Carolyn. 
That  had  told  her  she  was  the  one  the  dolphins 

worshiped. 
Which  was  what  that  Indian  had  blurted  out  back 

at  the  diverto. 

Which  was  impossible. 
Which,  she  amended,  conventional  science  and 

her  personal  belief  system  said  was  impossible. 
And  the  link  .  .  . 

She  swallowed  and  closed  her  eyes,  as  something 
dawned  on  her  that  would  probably  have  occurred 
far  sooner  had  she  not  been  embroiled  in  a  chaos  of 

activities  and  emotions  during  the  last  twelve  hours. 
There  was  common  ground  there  too. 

First  she'd  dreamed  of  what  might  have  been  a 
selkie — and  out  of  the  clear  blue,  Kev  had  come  up 
with  that  bizarre  tale  about  the  very  same  mythical 
beings. 

And  then  the  one  in  her  dream  had  uttered  that 

troublesome  line — which  a  total  stranger  had  re- 
peated word  for  word  at  a  Sinsynsen  divertol 

And  since  she'd  told  no  one  about  that .  .  . 
It  made  no  sense — in  a  rational  world — but  there 

had  to  be  a  connection.  And  if  there  was,  then  how 

large  a  leap  was  it  to  believing  in  Kevin's  selkie? 
"Oh  Jesus,"  she  whispered.  "Jesus,  God,  and 

Mary!" So  what  did  she  do  now? 

Lie  awake  all  night  and  fret  and  worry? 
Wake  up  Kev  and  try  to  puzzle  it  out  with  him? 
Gall  Rudy  or  Hassie — or  Mom,  if  she  could  be 

reached  ...  or  even  Dad? 

But  there  were  good  arguments  against  all  those. 
No,  what  she  needed  to  do  was  sleep,  simply  turn 
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herself  off  for  a  while  and  reassess  everything  in  the 
clear  light  of  day. 

But  there  was  always  a  chance  she  would  dream. 
Which  was  not  an  attractive  notion. 
Fine! 

But  she  had  to  sleep  sometime.  And  if  she  was 
going  to  be  functional  tomorrow,  she  had  to  get  in 
some  downtime  between  now  and  then.  That  was  a 

fact.  That  she  might  dream  was  merely  a  possibility. 

Besides,  she  was  hot — nigh  onto  sweating,  in  fact, 

as  though  she'd  acquired  a  slight  fever.  Indeed,  sweat 
was  beading  on  her  breasts,  arms,  and  forehead  even 
as  she  noticed  them.  She  was  thirsty  too.  And  now 

she'd  became  aware  of  her  body,  she  was  also  itching 
virulently,  especially  along  her  spine  and  at  the  base 
of  her  neck. 

More  stress  reaction? 

Well,  she'd  certainly  been  pondering  stressful  sub- 
jects. And  if  she  did  have  a  touch  of  something — 

that  was  one  more  good  reason  to  catch  some  Zs. 
Therefore  .  .  . 

She'd  get  up,  take  a  long  hot  bath,  so  as  to  direct 
both  her  blood  supply  and  the  focus  of  her  senses 

away  from  her  brain.  She'd  swallow  one  sleeping  pill and  wash  it  down  with  some  OJ  from  the  kitchen. 

And  perhaps  she'd  snare  a  Guinness,  if  Kev  hadn't scarfed  it  all. 

Oh,  and  she'd  set  the  alarm  on  loud. 
Sighing,  she  rose  from  the  futon.  But  the  instant 

her  feet  touched  the  carpet,  she  caught  a  flicker  of 
movement  beyond  the  mirror  glass  doors  that  let 
onto  the  patio.  Scowling,  she  padded  that  way,  wrap- 

ping her  arms  around  herself  as  she  progressed. 
Probably  a  cat,  skulking  along  the  high  wall  there. 
Or  an  iguana,  searching  for  bugs  among  the  aloes. 
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Or  a  tarantula — they  liked  to  skitter  along  the 
ledge. 

And  now  there  were  two — 
But  not  spiders,  though  they  were  roughly  that 

size  and  shape. 
Hands! 

And  a  head!  A  dark-haired  head. 
And  as  she  gaped  as  if  ensorcelled,  the  hands 

tensed,  the  head  withdrew — and  with  one  awkward 
flurry  of  motion,  someone  scrambled  over  the  wall. 

Male,  she  assumed  automatically,  wishing  she 

could  wear  a  body  phone,  in  which  case  she'd  al- 
ready be  calling  the  Mounties. 

Only  .  .  .  there  was  something  familiar  about  this 

midsized  lad,  as  if  she'd  seen  him  before,  and  re- 
cently. 

And  something  wrong  too! 
For  the  fellow  had  landed  badly,  had  lurched  for- 

ward onto  his  hands  and  knees  into  the  cactus  bed 

by  the  left  hand  wall,  and  was  now  having  trouble 
getting  up;  indeed,  he  was  fumbling  his  way  up  the 

stucco  as  if  he'd  been  injured — or  had  injured  him- 
self in  his  fall.  And  then  she  realized  two  things. 

First,  the  lad  was  injured.  His  silver-gray  skin- 
shirt  showed  a  line  of  seeping  stains  down  the  front 
that  looked  an  awful  lot  like  blood,  while  a  larger 
splatter  of  the  probable-same  angled  across  both 
thighs  of  his  scruffy  jeans.  The  pale  fabric  was  pat- 

terned with  grime,  too:  dirt,  oil — who  knew  what. 
And  a  fair  bit  seemed  to  have  savaged  his  face  as 

well — and  his  hands.  She  wasn't  so  sure  he  didn't 
have  a  black  eye. 

He  was  also  someone  she  had  seen  before.  In  fact, 

he  was  that  lad  she'd  nearly  flattened  two  days  ago ! 
The  handsome,  if  sleepy-eyed,  Indian  who'd  blun- 

dered out  in  front  of  her  while  she  was  racing  to 
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investigate  Anomalous  Beaching,  Number  IV! 
But  what  had  happened  to  him? 
More  to  the  point,  what  was  he  doing  here? 
And  what  was  so  familiar  about  him  besides  his 

face? 
And  then  it  came  to  her,  as  sudden  as  Irish  rain. 
It  was  him! 

Not  merely  the  lad  she'd  almost  splattered.  He  was 
also  the  dancer  from  the  diverto.  The  one  who'd 
struck  her  dumb  with  his  ill-timed  oracle. 

Who'd  told  her  she  was  the  one  the  dolphins  wor- 
shiped. 
Who  could  perhaps  unravel  one  of  her  mysteries. 

He  was  staring  at  her  now,  eyes  wide,  mouth  half- 
open.  Dazed,  he  looked,  or  in  shock.  Grim.  Troubled. 
In  pain. 

But  he  was  making  no  move  to  assail  the  doors, 
merely  standing  there  by  the  prickly  pear  as  if  he 
had  reached  some  crucial  decision  point  hours  too 
soon  and  was  unable  to  choose  between  options. 
Shoot,  the  way  he  looked,  he  was  probably  trying  to 
decide  whether  to  live  or  die. 

Ignoring  long-ingrained  instincts  that  told  her 
she  was  a  pea-brained  loon  to  unlock  her  door  for 
a  strange  man  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  she  told 

the  latch  "Clear"  and  slid  the  heavy  glass  panel aside. 

Night  air  swept  in,  warm  and  humid — to  slow  un- 
easily when  it  struck  the  air-conditioned  chill  of  the 

room  beyond.  Heat  and  cold  wove  invisible  patterns 
around  her.  She  shivered,  then  wiped  the  sweat  from 
her  brow  with  the  back  of  her  hand.  And  scratched 
her  side,  where  the  skin  was  burning. 

The  man — what  was  that  name  they'd  announced 
him  by?  Thunderbird  something?  O'Connor!  Yeah, 
that  was  it;  she'd  been  surprised  it  was  Eirish — 
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smiled  crookedly,  and  ventured  a  slow  step  forward, 
hands  outstretched  as  though  to  convey  his  harm- 
lessness.  An  eyebrow  lifted  inquiringly  and  he 
pointed  to  the  open  door. 

She  nodded  mutely — whereupon  good  sense  got 
the  better  of  her,  and  she  spun  around,  intent  on 
waking  Kev. 

"No!"  the  man  gasped  behind  her.  "No — I  won't — " 
She  froze,  then  slowly  turned.  The  man — O'Con- 

nor— hadn't  moved.  But  his  eyes  were  huge  with 
desperation  and  fear. 

Carolyn  held  her  ground  for  a  long  moment;  then, 
without  taking  her  eyes  off  her  unlikely  guest,  slowly 
reached  to  a  rack  atop  her  chest  of  drawers  and  re- 

trieved the  antique  katana  Hasegawa  had  given  her 
for  Christmas  last  year.  Still  not  speaking,  she  slid 

out  the  arm-long  blade — and  motioned  O'Connor  in- side. 

"What  do  you  want?"  she  whispered  harshly. 
"You've  got  one  minute  to  explain  what's  happened 
to  you  and  what  you  want  with  me,  and  then  I — " 

"You  .  .  .  don't  have  a  body  phone,"  O'Connor 
panted,  from  where  he  slumped  against  the  wall  a 

meter  inside  the  room,  "and  your  house  one  seems 
to  be  unplugged,  otherwise  I  probably  wouldn't  be 
here.  Now  please,  we've  gotta  talk." 

"About  what?" 

A  weary  grimace.  "You  have  to  know." 
"But—" 
"Not  here." 

"Why  not?  What  right  have  you—?" 
"You're  not  the  type  to  believe  without  proof,  are 

you?"  O'Connor  signed,  his  face  a  mask  of  resigned frustration. 

Carolyn  tightened  her  grip.  "What's  that  supposed 
to  mean?" 
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O'Connor  opened  his  mouth  as  if  to  answer,  then 
paused,  scowled  irritably — and  leapt  forward,  blind- 

ingly  fast,  for  someone  who'd  barely  made  it  over  a 
chest-high  wall  seconds  earlier.  Carolyn  was  so  sur- 

prised, she  forgot  the  katana  until  it  was  too  late. 

And  by  then  O'Connor  had  seized  the  wrist  that  con- 
trolled it  with  one  hand  and  clamped  the  other  over 

her  mouth,  while  using  the  weight  of  his  body  to 
force  her  against  the  wall.  Her  first  instinct  was  to 
knee  him  in  the  groin,  but  he  anticipated  that  with 
a  twist  of  his  hips.  Her  second  response  was  to  use 
her  free  left  hand  to  beat  at  his  face,  but  another  deft 
move  shifted  him  around  behind  her,  with  her  right 
arm  in  such  painful  tension  she  had  no  choice  but 
to  drop  the  sword.  She  heard  him  grunt,  heard  his 
breath  catch,  and  gathered  that  his  effort  had 

brought  him  well-nigh  to  exhaustion,  never  mind 
what  it  was  costing  her  in  simple  pain.  He  had  to  be 
running  on  pure  adrenaline.  She  wondered  how 
close  he  was  to  empty. 
And  then,  slowly  but  inexorably,  he  pushed  her 

toward  the  glass  door  and  through.  He  paused  on  the 

patio  side  and  murmured  in  her  ear.  "Use  your  free 
hand  to  close  it." 

She  had  no  choice  but  to  comply. 

"The  gate  has  a  voice  lock,  which  you  will  acti- 
vate," O'Connor  continued  hoarsely.  "And  please, 

Miss — Carolyn — understand  that  in  spite  of  how  this 
must  look,  I  absolutely  do  not  have  any  bad  inten- 

tions toward  you.  But  I'm  tired  and  I  hurt  and  my 
gut's  held  together  with  Spraskin,  and  I'm  just  flat 
sick  of  talkin'  my  head  off  about  craziness  when  one 
demonstration  can  explain  everything.  But  I  abso- 

lutely do  not  have  time  to  argue,  beg,  or  cajole.  Now, 
if  I  move  my  hand,  do  you  promise  not  to  scream? 

Nod  if  you  agree." 
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She  relaxed  a  trifle  at  that,  only  then  realizing  how 

tense  she'd  been.  Perhaps  the  lad  really  was  sincere. 
Crazy,  but  sincere.  Like  Kevin. 

Kevin .  .  .  Her  ace  in  the  hole,  now — maybe.  If 

only  she  hadn't  turned  off  the  phone  so  he  could  give 
his  spiel  uninterrupted. 

She  nodded. 

Carefully,  tentatively,  O'Connor  removed  his 
hand.  She  thought  of  screaming  anyway,  but  who 
would  hear?  Two  sandcrete  walls  and  one  of  glass 
lay  between  her  and  Kev;  her  apartment  was  on  the 
end,  which  meant  no  help  from  that  quarter;  and  the 

folks  in  102  were  out  of  town.  This  wasn't  the  sort 
of  neighborhood  to  encourage  sidewalk  traffic.  And 

folks  in  cars  wouldn't  hear. 

They  had  reached  the  gate  by  then,  and  O'Connor 
seemed  to  be  using  the  minimum  amount  of  pres- 

sure possible  to  steer  her  forward.  "Open,"  she  whis- 
pered to  it. 

It  did,  and  an  instant  later  they  stumbled  onto  the 
sidewalk.  The  gate  clicked  shut  behind  them:  two 
meters  of  solid  redwood.  A  pearlescent  orange-gold 
Jeep  Juneau  sat  at  the  curb:  one  of  those  cute  little 
jobs  that  looked  like  a  clump  of  soap  bubbles  on 
wheels — newish,  but  covered  with  dust,  as  though  it 
had  recently  been  in  the  country  or  on  the  beach. 

O'Connor  opened  the  glassy  nearside  door  with  his 
free  hand.  "Please  ..." 

She  hesitated.  "I'm  not  dressed — " 
"There's  stuff  you  can  wear  in  the  Jeep — if  you 

don't  mind  raidin'  my  best  friend's  laundry."  He 
tried  to  laugh,  but  she  heard  his  breath  catch,  and 
once  again  wondered  what  had  happened  to  him  for 
even  that  effort  to  cost  him  pain. 

Still  she  held  back. 

"I  can  probably  still  run  faster  than  you,"  he 
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rasped.  "I'm  also  suffering  from  blood  loss  and  flirt- 
ing with  shock,  and  if  I  have  to  subdue  a  struggling 

woman,  I  could  be  in  very  bad  shape  indeed,  and 

you  won't  know  any  more  than  you  do.  Now:  do  you 
want  that  on  your  conscience?  Or  do  you  want  to 

talk  about  your  .  .  .  dreams." 
She  glared  at  him.  "How  do  you  know  about 

them?" 
O'Connor's  mouth  dropped  open.  "I  didn't\  I — 

that  just  popped  into  my  head!" 
She  regarded  him  seriously  for  a  long  hesitant  mo- 

ment, then  grimaced,  set  her  jaw,  evicted  a  can  of 
Spraskin — and  climbed  into  the  right-hand  bucket. 
The  interior  smelled  of  blood. 

He  joined  her,  in  the  driver's  seat,  fumbling  with 
an  ignition  card.  "Not  my  car,"  he  explained  vaguely, 
as  he  inserted  the  plastic  square  into  the  dash. 

"So,  what  do  you  want?"  Carolyn  gritted,  when the  vehicle  had  whirred  to  life. 

O'Connor  turned  left  at  the  corner,  heading  east 
along  Hudson  Boulevard.  "Well,  we  evidently  need 
to  talk  about  dreams.  But  first — " 

" — First  .  .  .  who  are  you?  How  do  you  know  my 
name?  How  do  you  know  .  .  .  what  you  told  me  back 

at  the  diverto?" 
A  deep  breath,  then:  "Thunderbird  Devlin  O'Con- 

nor, deputy  cultural  attache  to  the  Kituwah  Em- 

bassy, Aztlan — that's  Cherokee  arts  officer,  to  you. 
At  your  service,"  he  added  with  a  tired  grin,  looking 
marginally  more  at  ease — or  less  pained.  Certainly 
less  frantic. 

"But—" 

"One  of  your  friends  referred  to  you  as  Carolyn 
when  I  tried  to  catch  up  with  you  back  at  the  'Wheel, 
and  that  guy  with  the  interesting  hair  had  scribbled 
Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith  all  over  his  place  mat — 
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which  is  in  both  the  phone  base  and  the  city  direc- 
tory, along  with  your  complete  address  and  occu- 

pation." "And  the  rest?" 
A  grunt,  followed  by  a  right  turn — the  guy  was 

driving  very  fast  indeed,  as  though  he  were  fighting 
a  deadline.  She  hoped  he  had  reflexes  to  match.  He 

might  have  a  death  wish,  but  she  didn't. 
"Yeah,  well,  as  to  the  rest .  .  .  that's  a  good  ques- 

tion." 
Silence.  Then,  from  O'Connor.  "Okay,  Ms.  Mau- 

ney-Griffith — there's  no  way  to  ask  this  but  to  ask 

it ...  " "What." 

"What  do  you  think  about  magic?" 
Carolyn  felt  as  though  the  breath  had  been 

knocked  out  of  her  for  the  zillionth  time  that  eve- 

ning. "You're  the  second  person  to  ask  me  that  since 
sunset,"  she  replied  carefully. 

"What  did  you  say  then?" 
"That  I  didn't  believe  in  it." 

"What  would  you  say  now?" 
"I'm  not  sure." 

He  eyed  her  askance.  "You're  not  sure  about 
magic?  Or  you're  not  sure  what  you'd  say?" 

Carolyn  looked  flustered.  "Both — neither." 
A  longer  silence,  then  a  deep  ragged  breath.  "What 

if  I  can  prove  there's  magic?" 
"I'm  a  scientist,"  Carolyn  sighed  finally.  "Science 

subsists  on  proof." 
O'Connor  flashed  her  a  desperate  grin.  "Good — 

'cause  that's  exactly  what  I'm  fixin'  to  give  you." 



Chapter  XXII: 
Rude  Awakening 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Saturday,  September  3 — 
shortly  past  midnight) 

Kevin  was  asleep. 

And  then  he  simply  wasn't. Where  was  he? 

That  was  his  first  concern,  as  he  fumbled  through 

a  shroud  of  earth-toned  sheeting  in  search  of  ori- 
entation— right,  left,  up,  down — anything  that 

hinted  at  location.  Not  in  bed — that  was  certain — 
not  with  something  soft/firm  against  his  shoulders 
he  dimly  recognized  as  the  back  of  a  sofa.  And  not 
his  sofa,  because  the  soft-lit  space  beyond  was  too 
small,  too  clean-lined,  and  far  too  white-walled  to  be 
Glononey.  It  was  a  modern  space — a  modern  room. 

Carolyn's. 
He  was  at  Gary's. 
Good,  now  he  could  go  back  to  Dreamland. 
Unfortunately,  his  bladder,  which  was  what  had 

awakened  him  in  the  first  place,  had  more  pressing 
priorities. 

"Dammit!"  he  grunted,  as  he  blinked  to  groggy 
awareness,  feeling  sleep  tug  at  him  like  a  vast  soggy 
blanket  that  sought  to  drag  him  back  down  to  slum- 

259 



260  Tom  Deitz 

ber,  where  he  wanted  to  go — and  couldn't.  His  lids 
felt  heavy  as  lead,  his  eyes  as  though  someone  had 
built  bonfires  there  and  extinguished  them  with 
sand.  His  head  hurt  like  a  forge,  either  from  having 

slept  wrong,  or  courtesy  of  the  two  Guinness  he'd 
chugged  after  that  all-too-brief  and  far-too-fruitless 
bull  session.  And  he  was  sore  in  places  he  had  no 

idea  he'd  traumatized — that  last  probable  legacy  of 
snoozing  on  a  bench  in  the  Shannon  lobby  one 

night,  napping  awkwardly  on  the  plane  most  of  yes- 
terday, and  being  tense  as  a  wire  both  days  as  well. 

What  he  needed  was  a  good  hot  bath  (which  he'd 
never  quite  found  time  for),  a  nice  long  massage,  and 
then  a  filling  meal  of  something  besides  overspiced 

lizard.  Or  maybe  the  meal  first,  then — 
Okay,  okay,  he  told  his  bladder.  Okay,  already! 
And  with  that,  he  untangled  his  feet  from  the  sheet 

and  slid  them  to  the  floor.  His  head  swung  the  op- 
posite way — too  fast,  given  the  artillery  assailing  the 

inside  of  his  skull. 

"Gaaaa!" 
He  yawned  hugely,  groaned,  and  finally  levered 

himself  to  his  feet.  Now  where  was  the  loo?  Oh, 
right:  off  the  hall,  of  course.  Fool!  Yawning  again,  he 
rose  and  stumbled  stiffly  down  the  corridor,  aiming 
for  the  single  cracked  door,  beyond  which  pink  light 
glimmered. 

Bull's  eye! — though  the  plethora  of  shiny  tile  and chrome  fixtures  were  a  marked  contrast  to  the 
whitewashed  stone  and  antique  porcelain  back 
home.  Two  items  were  familiar,  however,  which  he 

hadn't  noticed  earlier — the  reading  material  was 
identical.  The  dirty  clothes  hamper  showed  the  ex- 

act edition  of  John  Devlin's  Where  Youth  and  Laugh- 
ter Go  that  graced  its  equivalent  in  Glononey.  And 

beneath  it  lay  the  same  issue  of  Eireland  of  the  Wei- 
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comes.  It  was  even  facedown  to  the  same  article — 
the  one  on  him — which  made  him  feel  a  lot  better 

about  Cary's  attitude  toward  him. 
One  more  memo  for  the  agenda,  he  supposed. 

Whereupon  he  pushed  down  Cameron  McMillan- 

the-Younger's  metallic  gold  bikini  briefs  and  let  fly. 
It  was  a  long  whiz,  and  in  the  way  of  such  things, 

relaxing  in  its  own  right,  so  that  he  found  himself 
drowsing  off  in  the  midst  of  wondering  if  he  ought  to 
really  play  the  rebel  and  add  a  blue  blaze  to  his  pubic 
hair  to  match  that  on  his  head,  or  simply  abandon 
the  old  one,  which  seemed  badly  out  of  place  in 
these  more  laid-back  climes. 

Yet  more  grist  for  tomorrow's  mill. 
Eventually  he  dripped  dry,  and  flushed  the  John, 

closing  the  lid  as  an  afterthought,  lest  he  disturb 

Cary — though  he  doubted  it  made  much  difference, 
given  the  synthesized  harp  music  still  wafting  from 
her  room. 

Pausing  for  one  final  yawn,  and  to  scratch  his  butt 

(both  cheeks — perhaps  he  was  allergic  to  metallic 
gold  dye),  he  sighed,  and  padded  back  up  the  hall. 

As  soon  as  he  stepped  into  the  living  room  some- 
one clamped  a  hand  over  his  mouth  and  nose  full  of 

something  fabricky  that  smelled  suspiciously  like 
chloroform,  while  another  someone  efficiently 
snared  both  flailing  wrists  and  yanked  them  behind 
him.  He  fought  back  instinctively,  jerking  and  wig- 

gling— to  no  avail.  His  assailants  evidently  possessed 
infinite  strength,  so  that  resisting  only  strained  his 
own  neglected  muscles.  His  last  effort — a  herculean 
bucking  begun  when  he  realized  they  intended  to 
bind  his  hands — was  equally  fruitless,  but  at  least 
earned  him  a  glimpse  of  his  captors. 

Two  men.  Two  big  men:  bulky  but  not  fat,  and 
dressed  in  shapeless  dull-colored  clothing  that  went 
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well-nigh  invisible  in  the  gloom.  He  couldn't  see 
their  faces  clearly,  but  there  was  an  odd  sort  of 
blandness  about  them,  a  vaguely  unfinished  quality, 
as  though  someone  had  worked  them  up  out  of  clay 

on  a  sculptor's  stand  but  hadn't  got  around  to  refin- 
ing the  features.  Tough  to  get  a  description  there. 

And  then  it  didn't  matter,  for  just  as  the  man  be- 
hind him  finished  tying  his  wrists  together,  the 

fumes  he'd  been  valiantly  resisting  took  him  away 
from  it  all.  His  final  impression  was  of  his  knees  go- 

ing rubbery,  and  of  trying  to  twist  as  he  slumped 
downward,  so  as  not  to  hit  his  head  on  anything  be- 

fore all  of  him  hit  the  floor. 
.  .  .  darkness  .  .  . 

.  .  .  reality  trickled  back.  He  was  sprawled  on  his 

left  side  across  the  hooked  shag  rug  in  front  of  Gary's 
sofa.  The  glass-and-chrome  coffee  table  impeded 
most  of  his  bleary-eyed  view,  but  he  had  a  clear  line 
on  his  own  bare  knees  and  belly,  and  beyond  them, 

of  two  big  men  methodically  searching  the  apart- 
ment: every  door,  drawer,  and  curio  container.  Fair 

enough,  if  this  was  a  robbery,  which  seemed  reason- 

able. Except  that  these  guys  weren't  removing  any- 
thing and  were  careful  to  put  the  drawers  back  in 

place.  Sometimes  they'd  pick  up  something,  or  stare 
at  the  most  ordinary  objects  as  though  they  didn't 
know  what  to  make  of  them.  Once  or  twice  they  held 
a  utensil  dead  wrong;  and  there  was  also  something 
strange  about  the  way  they  moved — in  large,  smooth 
gestures,  he  decided.  There  was  no  fidgety  nervous- 

ness about  them.  No  small  motions,  save  that  their 
hands  swung  back  and  forth  constantly. 

Gary!  Kevin  remembered  suddenly,  and  cold  fin- 
gers pinched  his  heart.  What  about  Cary? 

He  cursed  the  hangover  that  had  made  him  stupid 
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and  self-centered,  and  the  anesthetic  that  seemed 
likely  to  keep  him  that  way. 

But  then  he  noticed  the  third  accomplice.  Kevin 
had  almost  overlooked  him,  so  still  did  that  figure 
stand  just  to  the  right  of  the  hall  archway,  as  though 
to  intercept  anyone  who  should  enter  from  either 

direction.  Except  he  wasn't  moving.  His  face — 
which,  unlike  the  others,  did  look  finished,  down  to 

an  ugly  scar  across  his  right  cheek — was  utterly 
slack.  And  though  he  was  also  a  big  man,  his  muscles 
sagged.  The  effect  was  of  a  huge,  well-made  autom- 

aton that  had  been  turned  off.  Or  like  one  poor  old 

fellow  Kevin  had  seen  in  a  Dublin  hospital  who'd 
been  lobotomized.  There  was  life,  but  no  intelli- 

gence, no  volition  .  .  . 
Kevin  shuddered  and  closed  his  eyes. 
A  mechanical  rattle  made  him  slit  them  open 

again,  to  the  sight  of  a  fourth  figure  emerging  from 
the  bedroom — empty-handed. 

Caryl 
Where  was  Cary? 

Or — what  had  they  done  to  her? 
And  what  could  he  do  about  it? 

And  then  two  dreadful  thoughts  struck  Kevin  in  a 
row  and  kept  him  on  the  floor,  though  his  every  in- 

stinct had  him  on  his  feet  and  fighting.  This  wasn't 
his  apartment;  therefore,  whatever  these  guys 
wanted  probably  had  nothing  to  do  with  him,  espe- 

cially as  no  one  but  Gary  and  her  two  friends  knew 

for  certain  he  was  here,  and  that  only  because  she'd 
called  Rudy  right  after  they'd  fled  the  diverto  to  tell 
him  to  hang  on  to  the  rental  car — which  meant  it 

wasn't  parked  outside.  Which  in  turn  suggested  that 
this  was  either  random  violence,  or  Gary  had  been 
the  intended  victim  all  along. 

On  the  other  hand,  they  had  lain  in  wait  for  him. 
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Then  again,  his  pissing  had  sounded  like  Niagara 
Falls,  which  surely  would  have  alerted  anyone  in 
earshot  to  his  presence  itself,  and  his  probable  sex. 

So  where  was  his  sister? 

Evidently  not  in  her  bedroom.  Or  else  .  .  . 

The  person  who'd  been  in  the  bedroom  had  joined 
the  others  by  then,  and  Kevin  got  a  better  look  at 
.  .  .  him?  Not  a  good  look,  however,  as  they  never 
turned  on  the  lights.  Still,  he  was  not  surprised  to 

see  the  same  generic-bland  features  as  the  first  two 
men,  though  a  fraction,  perhaps,  more  feminine. 

"She's  not  here,"  that  one  said,  his — her — voice 
oddly  emotionless,  for  all  that  he/she  was  modulat- 

ing tones  and  stresses  all  over  the  place.  Kevin  only 
barely  recognized  it  as  English. 

But  at  least  Gary  was  safe. 

Or  was  she?  If  she  wasn't  here,  where  was  she? 
Even  worse — 

At  which  point  the  man  who'd  been  rifling  the 
kitchen  stumped  back  into  the  living  room  and 

pointed  to  Kevin  with  a  butcher  knife.  "What  do  we 
do  with  him?" 

The  person  from  the  back  shrugged.  "What  we  al- 
ways do."  He/she  turned  half  around  and  nodded  to- 
ward the  blank-faced  man  holding  up  the  wall.  "You 

can  kill  him." 
"Wait!"  the  third  broke  in,  his  voice  going  almost 

supersonically  high  in  what  Kevin  supposed  was  a 
weird  sort  of  excitement. 

"Why?"  The  voice  dead  flat,  utterly  without  emo- 
tion, or  even  sex. 

"Perhaps  he  knows  where  the  woman  is,"  the 
other  responded,  reaching  down  absently  to  grasp 

Kevin's  leg  and  give  him  a  ruthless  tug  that  hauled 
him  out  from  between  the  sofa  and  coffee  table.  "Be- 
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sides,"  that  one  added,  "haven't  you  noticed  what  a 
very  fine  skin  he  has?" 

"Smooth  as  a  female's,"  the  third  agreed.  "His  face 
is  not  very  bristly  either.  Though  there  might  be  a 

problem  with  his  hair — " 
"Perhaps,"  the  searcher  replied  tonelessly.  "But 

not  here.  His  kind  see  too  much  and  ask  too  many 

questions." 
"Especially  as  he  is  awake." 
"I  can  resolve  that  right  now,"  the  one  with  the 

knife  replied.  Whereupon  he  raised  the  weapon  and 

brought  it  down  on  Kevin's  head. 
Kevin  had  only  time  to  wince  and  feel  the  tiniest 

twinge  of  relief  that  it  was  the  hilt  flashing  toward 
his  skull  and  not  the  blade,  when  that  same  slab  of 
blackened  wood  struck  just  above  his  ear  and  sent 
him  to  matching  darkness. 

It  did  not  require  much  effort. 



Chapter  XXIII: 
Two  in  the  Bush 

(Near  Sinsynsen,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Saturday,  September  3 — after  midnight) 

'Bird  had  to  give  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith  credit 
for  one  thing:  she  sure  could  keep  her  cool.  No 
woman  he  knew  would  have  reacted  to  what 

amounted  to  being  kidnapped  as  rationally  as  she 
had:  defiantly,  but  practically,  knowing  when  to 
push  and  when  to  let  be.  She  was  in  effect  a  model 

prisoner — though  she  was  hardly  a  true  captive, 
given  that  she  could  have  jumped  ship  (Jeep,  rather) 
at  any  one  of  the  numerous  traffic  lights  that  had 

snared  them  as  'Bird  hustled  Stormy's  brand-new  Ju- 
neau 4-T  along  Aztlan's  six-lane  boulevards — east, 

first,  along  Abla  Avenue,  then  south  through  a  web- 
work  of  office  parks  until  he  hit  the  beltway  just  past 
the  Viker  Theater.  It  had  been  an  irksome  drive  too, 
there  being  no  straight  route  between  her  apartment 
and  his  intended  destination.  Fortunately,  this  late, 

traffic  was  light.  He'd  just  turned  off  the  beltway 
again,  heading  south  toward  Sinsynsen. 

The  only  trouble  (besides  obvious  things  like 

abandoned  buddies,  a  banged-up  body,  possible  pur- 
suit by  impossible  beings,  and  a  belly  that  was  still 

seeping  blood  along  its  midline  in  spite  of  a  lavish 
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application  of  Spraskin)  was  that  he  didn't  trust  her. 
After  he'd  had  his  say — after  he'd  shown  her  what 
he  needed  to — then  he'd  count  on  luck  (and  proba- 

bly Stormy's  glib  tongue)  to  set  his  ass  in  the  clear. 
But  in  the  meantime,  he  was  stalling — not  to  en- 

hance the  effect  when  they  arrived,  but  because  one 
had  to  be  careful  how  one  introduced  someone  as 

skeptical  as  Carolyn  obviously  was  to  the  unbeliev- 

able. God  knew  he'd  barely  begun  to  sort  it  out  him- 
self when  Stormy  had  tossed  him  the  card  to  the 

Juneau  and  said,  "Go!  If  you  think  these  fish-faced 
assholes  may  hijack  somebody  else,  phone  'em  from 
the  Jeep — and  if  that  doesn't  work,  just  take  my 
wheels  and  fly  V 

He  had.  And  fortunately  he'd  remembered  Caro- 
lyn's address.  But  he'd  been  too  intent  on  trying  to 

make  even  vaguely  rational  sense  out  of  what  he'd 
seen  back  at  the  Dead  Marina  to  spare  any  time  for 
puzzling  out  how  he  might  relay  that  same  infor- 

mation to  an  almost-certain  skeptic.  And  by  the  time 

he  realized  that,  he  was  tumbling  over  Carolyn's 
patio  wall  (that  was  where  the  light  had  been),  and 

it  was  too  late.  At  that  point,  he'd  basically  consigned 
himself  to  the  gods  of  his  people  and  relied  on  luck 
and  blind  instinct  to  BS  his  way  through. 

It  had  worked — barely.  He'd  evidently  pushed  pre- 
cisely the  right  buttons  with  Carolyn  for  curiosity  to 

override  fear.  Either  that,  or  she'd  found  fear  of  the 
unknown  a  fair  tonic  for  fear  of  the  up  close  and 
personal. 

And  if  whatever  haunted  her  was  worse  than  ca- 
reening around  in  an  RV  with  a  sliced-up,  traumed- 

out  Cherokee  in  the  middle  of  the  night,  it  was 
damned  disturbing  indeed! 

To  his  careful  inquiries  about  her  dreams,  she'd 
conceded  little  and  volunteered  less.  He'd  countered 
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by  relating  as  much  about  himself  as  time  allowed — 
excluding  his  dreams,  hoping  to  gain  her  trust  by 

giving  her  more  than  enough  rope  to  hang  him.  He'd 
have  his  say  tonight.  Tomorrow  would  be  her  turn — 

possibly  to  the  Mounties.  That  was  why  he  didn't trust  her. 

As  to  what  he'd  learned  about  her — besides  that 
she  was  stoic,  patient,  and  had  the  balls  of  a  man 
twice  her  size — his  primary  discoveries  were  that 
she  was  only  a  couple  of  years  older  than  he;  that 

she'd  been  born  in  Eire  to  an  Eirish  mother  and  an 
American  father,  both  of  whom  had  been  academi- 

cian/scientists who  had  maintained  a  transoceanic 

marriage,  with  the  kids  growing  up  in  both  countries; 
that  she  had  a  brother  who  was  a  novelist,  whom  she 
seemed  disinclined  to  discuss.  And  that  by  her 

mother's  example  (there'd  been  no  pressure),  she'd 
chosen  a  career  in  marine  biology,  with  an  under- 

graduate degree  at  Trinity  College,  Dublin,  and  grad- 
uate studies  (not  quite  yet  a  PhD)  at  the  marine 

institute  in  Monaco,  where  she'd  met  the  Oriental 
woman  before  whom  he'd  disgraced  himself  at  the 
'Wheel.  Her  mom  was  semi-incommunicado  on  a 
boat  somewhere  in  the  wet  part  of  the  third  world. 

Her  dad  was  in  US,  Georgia,  but  they  weren't  speak- ing. 

And  though  she  claimed  she  didn't  believe  in 
magic,  his  mention  of  it  had  obviously  drawn  blood. 

Someone  had  asked  her  about  it  before,  she'd  ad- 
mitted, and  recently.  But  had  not  told  him  who, 

when,  or  where. 

Oh  well,  perhaps  she'd  open  up  once  she  had 
proof. 

What  happened  then?  Who  knew?  Nobody  in  the 
world  was  equipped  to  deal  with  skin-stealing, 
shape-changing  killer  whales. 
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But  she  was  a  marine  biologist,  with  a  speciali- 
zation in  cetaceans — which  connected  her,  yet 

again,  with  dolphins.  Though  when  she'd  told  him 
that,  and  he'd  casually  asked,  "you  mean  like,  killer 
whales?"  she'd  merely  countered  that  the  correct 
term  was  "orca" — and  fallen  silent. 

Which  silence  had  persisted  ever  since  they'd  left 
the  beltway.  'Bird  was  thinking  like  crazy.  Trouble 
was,  Carolyn  clearly  was  too. 

Oh  please  just  keep  your  cool  five  more  minutes, 
he  prayed,  as  he  braked  the  Jeep  preparatory  to 
turning  into  the  parking  lot  immediately  past  where 
the  Aztlan  highway  kinked  right  to  form  the  main 
drag  of  Sinsynsen. 

"Second  time  here  tonight,"  Carolyn  grumbled  be- side him. 

"Let's  hope  there  won't  be  a  third,  unless  it's  for 
fun,"  he  replied.  "Now — brace  yourself  and  hang 

on." She  shot  him  a  startled  glare,  but  complied,  as  he 
aimed  the  Jeep  at  the  hub-high  curb  that  separated 
the  ten-acre  pavement  from  the  beach  proper,  and 
punched  the  button  on  the  steering  wheel  that  en- 

gaged all-wheel-drive. 

The  Jeep  hit — harder  than  'Bird  would  have  liked 
in  someone  else's  vehicle — and  balked  for  an  instant 
while  traction  shifted.  Then,  with  a  whir  of  stressed 
mechanicals,  it  lurched  across,  putting  them  on 
sand. 

The  moon  was  just  past  the  zenith  by  then  (to- 

morrow would  be  full)  and  'Bird  switched  off  the 
lights  in  deference  to  whatever  authorities  might 
have  noted  his  indiscretion.  Then,  keeping  the  car 
in  high  gear  so  as  to  lower  revs — and  noise — he 
pointed  it  north  along  the  strand.  Fortunately  the 
tide  was  out,  which  minimized  the  likelihood  of 
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getting  stuck  in  sand  that  was  either  too  wet  or  too 
dry;  and  equally  fortuitously,  the  moon  compen- 

sated for  the  lack  of  lights.  Nor  did  it  take  long  to 
reach  Destination  One:  the  lesser  of  two  evils,  but 
only  by  degree  of  personal  involvement. 

The  neojungle  of  El  Pais  Verde  swept  close  to  the 

water's  edge  where  he  stopped.  Carolyn  stared  at 
him  nervously.  "We're  here,"  he  said  as  cheerfully 
as  circumstances  allowed.  "Here  Number  One, 

anyway." 
Her  eyes  narrowed.  "There's  more  than  one?" 
A  sheepish  nod.  "  'Fraid  so." 
"Quicker  done,  quicker  over,"  Carolyn  muttered, and  climbed  out. 

'Bird  started  around  to  help  her,  only  to  be  caught 
up  short  by  the  twin  pain  demons  of  bruised  shin 
and  lacerated  torso.  He  froze  abruptly,  gasping 
weakly,  leaning  against  the  side  of  the  Jeep.  Carolyn 
found  him  there  and  surprised  him  by  actually  look- 

ing concerned.  He  gritted  his  teeth  and  straightened, 
noting  with  a  start  that  she  was  still  barefoot  and 

dressed  in  a  thigh-length  T-shirt.  "Stormy's  got  his 
laundry  in  the  back,"  he  managed,  "so  there  oughta 
be  at  least  a  serape.  Or — " 

"Later,"  she  broke  in  tersely.  "Let's  get  this  over 

with." 
'Bird  shrugged.  "Fine."  And  limped  up  the  strand. 
"This  is  it,"  he  panted  less  than  a  minute  later, 

pointing  to  a  depression  in  the  beach,  the  eastern 
part  of  which  showed  the  touch  of  tide  in  a  smooth, 
unbroken  surface  like  the  lining  of  a  china  bowl.  But 
the  west —  The  sand  there  was  torn  and  scuffed  by 
footprints:  heavy  boots  of  the  sort  the  Mounties 
used.  A  flutter  of  Day-Glo  yellow  a  meter  back 
showed  where  a  police  cordon  had  been  abandoned. 

The  heart  of  the  depression  had  not  been  touched, 
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however,  save  for  a  few  indentions  where  someone 
had  evidently  taken  samples.  And  that  sand  still  bore 
dark  stains,  visible  even  in  the  moonlight. 

Carolyn  peered  at  the  hollow  perplexedly,  then 

blinked  up  at  'Bird.  An  eyebrow  lifted  in  delicate  in- 
quiry that  was  thick  with  resigned  sarcasm. 

"Do  you  see  that  dark  stuff?"  'Bird  asked. 
"Yes." 

"Do  you  know  what  that  is?" 
Carolyn  scowled,  then  squatted  by  the  nearest 

patch.  Carefully  she  reached  out  and  touched  it, 
then  withdrew  a  small  handful  and  sniffed  it. 

"Blood?" 

'Bird  nodded.  "Very  good." 
"I'm  familiar  with  blood,  Mr.  O'Connor,"  she  grit- 

ted. "I've  seen  a  lot  of  it.  Recently.  On  beaches  just 
like  this." 

'Bird's  brows  shot  up.  "Oh?" 
An  uneasy  shrug. 
"What—?" 

A  ghost  of  a  smile  played  over  her  lips.  "To  use 
your  phrase,  I'll  tell  you  later.  This  is  your  show, 
remember?" 

'Bird  rolled  his  eyes,  but  shrugged  in  turn.  "Fine. 
Okay,  then,  do  you  know  what  happened  here?" Silence. 

"A  man  died  here,"  'Bird  said  deliberately.  "He  was 
flayed  alive." 

"Christ!"  Carolyn  cried,  clearly  appalled.  "You're, 
uh,  kidding,  right?"  Which  was  the  first  real  sign  of 
emotion  'Bird  had  witnessed  from  his  .  .  .  guest  since 
the  kidnapping. 

'  'Fraid  not,"  he  replied,  relaxing  now  that  he 
wasn't  playing  head  games. 

"But  how—?  Why—?"  Then,  more  angrily,  "And 
what  does  this  have  to  do  with  me?" 
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"It's  a  prelude  to  something  else,"  'Bird  admitted. 
"But  I  wanted  to  set  the  stage." 

"You've  been  here  before?"  Carolyn  gasped. 
"You—" 

"I  found  him,"  'Bird  finished.  "Found  them,  rather. 
I  came  by  fifteen  minutes  too  late  to  prevent  it.  For- 

tunately I  got  a  look  at  the  guy  who  did  it." 
"And  .  .  .  ?" 

'Bird  smiled  wryly.  "Well,  to  use  the  famous  line, 
I'll  tell  you  a  little  later." 

"Looks  like  it's  gonna  be  a  long  night,"  Carolyn 
sighed.  "I  suppose  you'd  best  lend  me  that  serape." 

'Bird  all  but  grinned  as  he  opened  the  Jeep's  glass 
hatch  and  rummaged  inside  the  overstuffed  basket 
there.  He  extracted  a  rust  red  serape,  a  set  of  beach 

sandals  and  a  pair  of  cutoff  jeans.  "These  oughta  fit," 
he  yawned,  handing  the  bundle  to  her.  "You're  small, 
and  Stormy's  got  a  skinny  butt  and  little  feet." 

"Thanks,"  Carolyn  grunted  tonelessly,  and  'Bird 
found  himself  wondering  how  all  this  was  affecting 
her.  Most  women,  and  certainly  most  white  women 
in  the  West,  were  removed  from  the  immediacy  of 
death.  Shoot,  most  people  never  saw  a  dead  body 

that  wasn't  in  a  coffin,  or  more  blood  than  a  cut  or 
phial.  Carolyn,  on  the  other  hand,  obviously  had  a 
working  acquaintance  with  the  stuff.  Certainly  she 

wasn't  squeamish.  He  found  himself  respecting  her more  for  that. 

"So  how  does  this  tie  in  with  magic?"  she  asked 
pointedly,  when  she'd  slipped  on  the  shorts  and 
stuck  her  head  through  the  serape,  the  sandals  still 
loose  in  her  hand. 

"How  'bout  if  I  told  you  that  the  guy  who  died  here 
was  at  least  partly  killed  by  what  I  would  have  to  call 

magic?" Carolyn  stared  back  at  the  torn,  stained  sand, 
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then  looked  at  'Bird.  Her  face  was  grim.  "Why  do  I 

believe  you?" 
'Bird  did  not  reply,  but  motioned  her  back  inside 

the  Jeep.  He  cranked  it  but  left  the  lights  off.  And 
continued  north. 

'Bird  didn't  have  time  to  tell  Carolyn  as  much  as 
he  would  have  liked,  not  in  the  few  minutes  required 
to  reach  Destination  Two.  And  though  the  woman 
maintained  a  thoughtful,  considerate  silence,  it  was 
all  he  could  manage  to  sketch  out  the  bare  minimum 

of  his  tale — basically  that  he'd  surprised  someone  in 
the  act  of  skinning  someone  else,  that  the  assailant 

had  escaped,  but  that  he'd  gotten  a  good  descrip- 
tion— and  had  spent  the  rest  of  the  night  rehearsing 

it  with  the  cops.  Her  only  comment  had  been  a  care- 

ful "Oh,  okay  ..."  when  he'd  explained  that  he  was 
just  coming  off  several  hours  of  interrogation  when 

she'd  almost  run  him  down. 

And  by  the  time  he'd  worked  through  that,  they'd 
reached  the  hurricane  fence  that  marked  the  south- 

ern boundary  of  the  Dead  Marina. 

'Bird  parked  the  Jeep,  but  did  not  get  out.  Rather, 
he  turned  toward  his  companion.  "I  guess  you're 
wonderin'  how  all  this  ties  into  that  stuff  about 
magic,  and  dreams,  and  all." 

"I've  been  wondering  that  for  some  time." 
"Well,"  'Bird  began,  "I  can't  tell  you  much  'cause 

I've  got  to  get  this  Jeep  back  to  my  friend  Stormy — 
who's  waitin'  for  us  at  Destination  Two — I  hope.  But 
the  short  version  is  that  Stormy's  a  security  guard  at 
the  Dineh  Embassy — that's  Navajo  to  you — and  his 
people  have  very  specific  ideas  about  what  folks  who 
are  exposed  to  violent  death  should  do.  Basically, 
one  needs  to  be  purified,  which  I  sort  of  was.  And  it 
was  during  that  purification  rite — it  was  just  Thurs- 
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day,  I  guess,  though  it  seems  like  a  thousand  years 
ago — that  I  had  a  dream — vision,  whatever  it  was — 

in  which  I  saw  .  .  .  Uh,  well,  it  was  like  this  ..." 
Whereupon  he  described  the  sweat-induced  vi- 

sion that  had  culminated  with  the  Botticelliesque 
image  of  Carolyn  standing  atop  waves  while  dolphins 
paid  obeisance  to  her. 

She  gnawed  her  lip  at  that,  only  to  add,  "You 
realize,  of  course,  that  under  pressure  like  you 
experienced  it  would  be  reasonable  to  combine 
that  skinned  fellow  and  someone  who  nearly  runs 
over  you  into  an  hallucination,  or  whatever  it 

was." A  scowl.  "Yeah,  but  it  doesn't  explain  how  I  knew 
you'd  dreamed  the  same  thing  too." 

"I  didn't  dream  the  same  thing." 
"It  was  close,  though,  wasn't  it?" 
She  shook  her  head,  looking  confused  and  flus- 

tered, and  very,  very  tired.  "I  was  .  .  .  sick  for  a 
while,"  she  admitted.  "It  was  the  afternoon  after  I 
nearly  hit  you.  And  today  while  I  was  under  I  had  a 

.  .  .  dream  in  which  someone  said,  and  I  quote,  'You 
are  the  one  the  dolphins  worship.'  " 

'Bird's  eyes  were  huge.  "There  has  to  be  a  con- 

nection." 
"So  it  would  seem,"  Carolyn  agreed  wearily.  "But 

I'm  not  sure  I  want  to  know  what  it  is." 

"I'm  not  sure  I  do  either,"  'Bird  sighed.  "But  I  don't 
think  we've  got  any  choice." 

"What  do  you  mean?" 
"I  think  there  are  other  .  .  .  hands  in  this." 

"By  which  you  mean  ..." 
"Magic,"  'Bird  said  flatly.  "Stormy  says  it's  magic. 

And  I'm  afraid  I'm  startin'  to  believe  him." 
"You  said  there  was  another  dream  .  .  .  ?" 
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"I  did,  and  there  was  .  .  .  but  it's  time  we  were 
travelin'  ." 
Two  minutes  later,  they  had  crossed  the  hurricane 

fence  and  were  making  their  way  up  the  Promenade. 

Carolyn  walked  confidently,  if  warily,  which  'Bird 
was  relieved  to  see.  For  himself,  he  strove  to  main- 

tain that  pace  as  well,  but  kept  starting  at  every 
shadow,  pausing  at  each  phantom  footfall,  never 
mind  that  he  was  also  wheezing  like  an  old  man  and 

limping — a  lot.  Only  the  Smith  &  Wesson  automatic 
he'd  found  Velcroed  beneath  the  driver's  seat  of 

Stormy's  Jeep  gave  him  comfort.  He  clutched  it  now, 
secretly,  in  the  spacious  pocket  of  his  baggy  jeans. 
And  wondered  if  it  would  be  sufficient. 

"Your  friend,"  Carolyn  prompted.  "We're  meeting 
him  here,  right?" 

"Yeah." 

"Why  were  you  here  in  the  first  place?" 
'Bird  chuckled  grimly.  "I  was  takin'  a  shortcut." 
"A  shortcut?" 
"I  wanted  to  think." 
"About  what?" 

"About  the  dreams.  About  you.  About  where  you 
fit  into  things." 

"And  your  friend  .  .  .  ?" 
"I  got  into  trouble — and  he  showed  up  just  in  time. 

Someone  got  hurt,  and  he  stayed  with  him." 
"Why  didn't  you?" 
"I  needed  to  see  about  you." 
"But ..." 

"I'll  show  you  in  one  more  minute.  We're  almost 
there." 

Silence,  as  they  trekked  along.  Carolyn,  to  'Bird's 
surprise,  still  went  barefoot.  The  moon  was  high,  its 
light  in  a  clear  sky  showing  the  Dead  Marina  almost 
as  bright  as  day.  The  slow  rippling  of  the  Gulf  to  the 
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right  was  as  soothing  as  the  tumbled  structures  to 
the  left  were  disconcerting. 

Then:  "It's  down  here — down  this  alley." 
Carolyn  froze  in  place.  "You  want  me  to  go  down 

a  dark  alley  with  you?" 
"I'd  appreciate  it  if  you  would." 
"I  don't  think  so." 

"You'll  be  safer  with  me  than  if  you  stay  here 
alone.  And  what  I  have  to  show  you's  down  there." 

"I  don't  need  to  see  more  blood." 
"It's  not  blood." 
Silence. 

'Bird  grimaced  sourly  and  eased  his  hand  from  his 
pocket.  The  pistol  glittered  in  it,  moonlight  enhanc- 

ing the  pattern  of  the  carbon-ceramic  of  which  all 

but  the  barrel  was  made.  Carolyn's  eyes  went  huge, 
her  mouth  rounding  as  she  gasped.  But  before  she 

could  turn  to  flee,  'Bird  grabbed  her  and  stuffed  the 
weapon  into  her  hand.  "It's  your  call  now,"  he 
growled.  "Now  .  .  .  I'm  goin'  down  that  alley,  'cause  I 
left  my  best  friend  down  there,  who  should've  heard 
us  by  now  and  checked  in;  only  he  hasn't,  which  has 
me  worried.  And  you  can  follow  and  maybe  learn 
something  that  might  grant  you  one  tiny  bit  of  peace 

of  mind — though  I'll  warn  you,  it'll  cost  you  some 
too — or  you  can  stay  here  and  be  ignorant  the  rest 

of  your  possibly  very  short  life." 
"What  do  you  mean  by  that?" 
'Bird  smiled  at  her,  but  there  was  no  warmth  in 

the  curve  of  his  lips.  "You'll  just  have  to  follow  me 
to  find  out,  won't  you?" 

"Or  I  could  shoot  you." 
"You  won't." 

"How  do  you  know?" 
"You're  too  curious." 

"How  do  you  know?" 
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"You're  a  scientist .  .  .  and  you're  a  woman." 
"And  you're  an  asshole!" 
"Maybe,"  'Bird  replied,  and  limped  into  the  dark- 

ness. He  did  not  look  back,  but  he  heard  a  resigned 
sigh,  then  the  sound  of  soft  footsteps  pattering  up 
behind. 

"Stormy?"  he  hissed,  when  he  had  reached  the 
halfway  point,  and  still  found  no  sign  of  his  friend. 

"Stormcloud?  You  here?" 
Silence. 

"Stormy?" 
Still  no  word.  A  chill  raced  over  him.  He  slowed, 

swallowed  nervously.  Carolyn  joined  him. 
"Where—?" 

"Not  here,"  'Bird  groaned,  pointing  to  a  stretch  of 
boards  ahead,  on  which  a  dark  dampness  shim- 

mered. "But  I  don't  need  him  for  what  I  want  to  show 

you,  only  to  corroborate  a  few  things." 
"Like  what?" 

"Like  how  all  that  blood  got  there — some  of  it 
bein'  mine." 

"I'm  waiting." 
In  reply  'Bird  crossed  the  few  remaining  meters  to 

the  place  he'd  left  Stormy  tending  the  attacker  who'd 
turned  idiot.  The  blood  remained,  but  his  buddy  was 
nowhere  in  sight.  There  was  a  note,  however, 
pinned  to  the  boards  by  a  chunk  of  broken  mortar. 

'Bird  picked  it  up,  squinting  at  it  in  the  uncertain 
light.  Carolyn  peered  over  his  shoulder. 

"Bird,"  [it  read]  "our  friend  started  bleeding  so 
much  I  had  to  have  help.  I'm  lugging  him  to  that 
closed  AFZoRTA  station  near  here.  It's  00:36 

now.  I've  phoned  an  anonymous  911  and  will 
watch  from  the  shadows  till  the  good  guys  show, 

since  he's  unlikely  to  tell  what  went  on  or  what 



278  Tom  Deitz 

happened  to  him.  Gall  me  from  the  phone  in  the 

Jeep — I  can't  call  you  'cause  they  might  be 
backtracing — should've  called  you  first,  I  guess. 
If  I'm  not  up  to  my  ass  in  explanations,  I'll  talk 
to  you  soon  as  I  can.  If  I  am  .  .  .  see  you  in  jail. 

I'd  prefer  the  cake  with  the  file  be  chocolate." 
S.  Cloud 

PS:  Wasn't  sure  what  to  do  with  the  evidence, 
so  I  hid  it  in  the  next  archway  down. 

"Great,"  'Bird  groaned  bitterly,  passing  the  letter 
to  Carolyn.  "Just greatl" She  read  it. 

"So  who  was  this  guy?  The  one  who  was  hurt?" 
"Someone  Stormy  shot  before  he  could  kill  me. 

Someone  .  .  .  who  wanted  my  hide  as  an  overcoat." 
"You're  kidding!" 
"Wanta  bet?"  He  eased  a  half  dozen  meters  far- 

ther, to  where  the  black  arch  of  a  doorway  gaped  to 
the  left.  It  was  dark  as  a  dungeon  in  there,  but  it 

required  scant  seconds  to  locate  what  he  sought — 
though  he  jerked  his  hand  back  reflexively  when  he 

touched  it.  "This  is  gonna  be  gross,"  he  warned,  as 
he  set  his  jaw  and  snaked  it  out,  to  hold  it  up  before 
him. 

"Goddamn!"  Carolyn  cried,  hopping  back  in 
alarm.  "That's  not  what  I  think  it  is,  is  it?" 

'Bird  nodded  solemnly  and  let  the  bloody  bundle 
slide  from  his  fingers.  He  wiped  them  on  his  jeans. 

"  'Fraid  so.  What  we've  got  here  are  the  sewn- 
together  skins  of  at  least  five  or  six  people,  which 

roughly  an  hour  ago  was  one  person." 
"Huh?" 

"It  was  one  person,  and  it  was  pinnin'  my  arms 
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down  while  the  guy  Stormy  took  off  with  was  tryin' 
to  skin  me  alive.  Stormy  shot  'em  both — to  maim 
'em — which  saved  my  ass.  One  promptly  turned 
from  a  raving  vivisectionist  to  a  mindless  idiot.  The 
other  .  .  .  well,  basically,  he  slid  out  of  that  skin, 
turned  into  a  killer  whale — and  flopped  into  the  ca- 

nal." 
Carolyn  stared  at  him  incredulously.  "That's  a  .  .  . 

lot  to  expect  someone  to  believe,  I  suppose  you  know 

that." 
"I'd  have  said  the  same  thing — until  I  saw  it." 
"But  you've  no  proof." 
'Bird  glared  at  her,  then  yanked  his  skin-shirt  over 

his  head,  displaying  through  the  transparent  glaze  of 
Spraskin  the  gash  beneath  his  clavicle  and  the 
longer  wound  that  bisected  his  torso.  It  still  oozed 
blood  at  the  top  of  his  belly  where  exertion  had 

ripped  the  substance  loose.  "This  proves  their  inten- 
tions toward  me!"  he  spat.  "That .  .  .  mess  on  the 

boards  proves  their  intentions  toward  other  people." 
"But—" 

"They  knew  about  me,"  'Bird  gritted.  "They  said 
as  much.  And  they  also  seem  to  have  something 
against  someone  I  presumed  to  be  you.  I  think  the 

phrase  was  'eliminate  the  one  I  alerted.'  " 
Carolyn  gaped  blankly.  "But  why  .  .  .  ?  I  didn't 

know  you  until  tonight,  and  I  didn't  know  about  any 
of  this  until  you  showed  me,  and — "  Whereupon  her 
face  twisted  with  realization.  "Oh  my  God." 

"What?" 
She  braced  against  the  wall,  the  pistol  limp  in  her 

hand.  "There — Christ,  there  is  a  connection!  You 
said  he  turned  into  an  .  .  .  orca,  right?" A  nod. 

"Well,  I've  been  having  trouble  with  orcas  too.  I 
can't  think  how  the  two  could  connect,  but ..."  And 
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then  her  eyes  grew  very  round  indeed.  "Kevin, "  she 
wailed.  "Oh,  shit!  I  just  realized  what  you  said!" 

"Who's  Kevin?" 

"My  brother — my  ace  in  the  hole.  I  didn't  tell  you 
about  him,  because  I  was  afraid  you  might  get  him 

too.  But—" 
" — If  whoever  went  after  me  goes  after  you — " 
"—They'll  find  him\  Oh,  Christ— we've  gotta  get 

back  there!"  Already  she  was  running. 
"Yeah,"  'Bird  gasped,  as  he  limped  along  behind. 

"I'm  with  you." 
He  had  almost  caught  up  with  her  as  they  neared 

the  end  of  the  alley.  But  with  roughly  a  dozen  meters 

remaining,  four  well-shrouded  shapes  slipped  in 
from  the  right  to  block  their  passage. 

'Bird  had  no  hope  that  they  were  human. 



Chapter  XXIV: 
Into  the  Fire 

(The  Dead  Marina— Aztlan, 
Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3— after  midnight) 

Moonlight  shone  on  four  hooded  figures,  on  the 

uneven  boards  of  the  alley's  flooring — and  on  the 
muzzle  of  Carolyn's  Smith  &  Wesson  .38,  as  she  took 
careful  aim  at  the  second  figure  from  the  left.  Him, 

so  that  if  the  pistol  'Bird  had  foisted  on  her  kicked, 
there  was  at  least  a  chance  of  hitting  someone.  And 
chaos,  more  than  murder,  was  what  she  intended. 
Bullshit  and  bluff  in  lieu  of  blazing  barrels. 

Slowly  she  let  her  thumb  slip  back  on  the  safety, 
felt  the  trigger  ease  beneath  a  forefinger  that  was 
suddenly  far  too  sweaty.  Time  seemed  to  stop  as  she 
waited,  while  her  heart  pounded  a  thousand  beats 
per  minute  in  her  breast. 

A  chill  shook  her,  but  she  stood  firm.  For  in  spite 
of  the  fact  that  the  figures  blocking  the  end  of  the 
alley  perhaps  a  dozen  meters  down  were  the  size  and 
shape  of  bulky  human  males,  she  could  tell  even  at 
that  distance  that  there  was  nothing  human  about 
them. 

Nothing. 
Perhaps  it  was  the  way  they  stood,  with  that  same 
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awkward  slouch  bears  wear  when  rearing  on  their 
hind  legs.  Maybe  it  was  the  way  certain  of  their 
movements  were  exaggerated,  as  though  they  had 
not  yet  learned  how  much  effort  a  given  action  re- 

quired. Or  possibly  it  was  the  way  their  forearms 
moved  constantly,  in  a  slow,  fore-and-aft  stirring,  as 

though  they'd  been  conditioned  to  swim.  Whatever 
it  was — and  it  could  not  be  their  faces,  because  those 
were  obscured  by  hoods — she  was  absolutely  con- 

vinced that  they  were  wrong. 

She  did  not  move,  nor  did  'Bird  beside  her;  but neither  did  the  .  .  .  men.  Behind  them  stretched  the 

shattered  pavement  of  the  Promenade,  bleached 

gold/white  by  the  moon,  and  beyond  it  lay  the  glit- 
tering silver  of  the  sea.  To  the  left,  below  a  low 

wooden  railing  that  was  intact  here,  though  it  had 

fallen  away  back  where  'Bird  had  shown  her  the 
blood  and  that  awful  .  .  .  thing,  she  could  hear  the 

flop-splash  of  water  in  the  canal. 
Abruptly,  her  hearing  shifted;  as  though  she  stood 

near  a  high-tension  power  line,  or  something  that 
put  forth  ultrasonics.  It  was  part  hum,  part  buzz, 
merged  with  almost- voices,  and  seemed  to  bypass 
her  eardrums  and  stab  straight  through  her  skull  to 
her  brain. 

As  though  a  circuit  had  been  thrown,  something 
clicked  in  her.  What  was  she  doing?  Acting  on  im- 

pulse and  instinct,  instead  of  intellect?  Those  loom- 
ing shapes  could  as  well  be  friend  as  foe.  They  could 

be  Mounties  come  to  investigate  'Bird's  friend's 
story,  for  certainly  they  had  that  same  careful  guard- 
edness  policemen  often  evinced.  They  could — 

"Shoot!"  'Bird  hissed  in  her  ear.  "Not  to  kill,  if  you 
can  help  it,  but  shoot!" 

"But  they're — "  she  whispered  back,  doubt  having 
displaced  certainty,  all  in  a  second's  time. 
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"They're  not  human,"  'Bird  gritted.  "Do  it  now— 
or  die!" 
The  circuit  flipped  again.  Carolyn  blinked,  shook 

her  head,  took  a  deep  breath — and  pulled  the  trig- 

ger. Click. 

"Chamber  it,"  'Bird  growled. 
She  did — and  once  more  twitched  the  trigger. 

If  she'd  aimed  true,  she  never  knew,  for  all  four 
men  were  rushing  them.  She  had  a  brief  impression 

of  heavy  feet  thudding  across  loose  boards;  of  enor- 
mous bodies  expanding  to  fill  the  world  as  garments 

billowed  wide  and  arms  and  legs  went  pumping;  of  a 
single  face  glimpsed  when  a  hood  flew  back  to  reveal 
male  features,  but  impossibly  pale  and  smooth  and 
bland.  And  then  she  spun  around  and  was  running. 

She  glimpsed  'Bird's  startled  gawk  as  she 
whirled — an  expression  that  flickered  past  confu- 

sion on  the  way  to  honest  terror.  "Shoot!"  he 
bellowed,  even  as  he  joined  her  in  flight.  "Goddam 
it,  shootl"  He  snatched  for  her  hand  even  as  he  ran. 
"It's  a  goddamned  automatic!" As  his  words  made  no  sense.  The  thunder  of  that 

one  shot  echoing  around  the  alley,  the  flash  of  fire, 
the  smell  of  gunpowder,  had  shattered  her  self- 
possession.  She  had  shot  at  someone!  Had  fired  a 
pistol  at  a  thinking  being!  And  by  that  one  act  of 
weakness,  that  one  explicit  willingness  to  take  a  sen- 

tient life,  she  knew  she'd  abandoned  all  claim  to 
mercy. 

"Here,"  she  snapped,  thrusting  the  gun  at  'Bird 
without  breaking  stride. 

"Wha — ?  Huh — ?"  As  his  fingers  slid  past  hers  to close  around  the  barrel. 

But  she'd  misjudged — or  he  had.  He'd  not  had  a 
firm  grip,  not  left-handed! 
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"Shit,"  he  spat,  as  she  heard  the  gun  strike  wood, 
even  as  momentum  hurled  her  onward.  She  risked 

a  glance  over  her  shoulder,  saw  the  weapon  gleaming 

on  the  boards  and  four  figures  charging,  while  'Bird 
stood  frozen  midway  between  her  and  the  gun. 

"  'Bird!" 
That  decided  him,  and  he  took  off  again,  but  she 

could  hear  him  panting  heavily,  his  gait  halting  and 

uncertain,  and  only  then  recalled  that  he'd  been  in- 
jured before  any  of  this  began,  had  a  cut  down  the 

center  of  his  chest  and  well  into  his  belly,  and  God 
knew  what  besides.  Never  mind  the  assorted  abuses 

he'd  endured  to  orchestrate  their  meeting. 
Not  that  she  was  much  better.  For  in  spite  of  hav- 

ing been  "dead"  for  something  like  an  hour,  and  hav- 
ing been  on  and  off  most  of  the  day  and  a  half  after, 

she  hadn't  had  eight  solid  hours  of  shut-eye  in  who- 
knew-when.  Plus  there'd  been  the  wearying  hike 
down  the  cliff  to  examine  the  mutilated  dolphins, 

the  hours  they'd  spent  there,  much  of  which  had 
meant  tugging  on  heavy  corpses,  the  exertion  of  the 
swim,  the  tension  that  had  lingered  all  through  her 
hospital  stay  .  .  . 

None  of  which  she  actually  catalogued  as  she  ran. 
She  only  knew  that  she  was  suddenly  bone  tired. 

"Where  does  this  end?"  she  gasped,  as  she 
reached  to  help  'Bird  along. 

"I  dunno,"  he  panted.  "I've  never  been  all  the  way 
down.  I— Ohsto!" 

For  he  had  just  seen  the  same  thing  she  had:  the 
alley  blocked  by  a  blank  glassbrick  wall  at  least  four 
stories  high,  utterly  smooth,  utterly  unbroken. 
There  was  clearly  no  way  through.  A  glance  to  the 
left  showed  a  series  of  arcaded  doorways,  all  plugged 
with  heavy  steel.  Service  entrances,  she  assumed, 
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and  in  spite  of  their  abandoned  status,  obviously 
locked  tight. 

A  check  behind  showed  more  bad  news.  The  men 

were  still  approaching,  perhaps  forty  meters  back — 
they  had  slowed,  however,  as  though  less  con- 

strained by  time.  One  seemed  to  be  limping  too, 
while  another  stopped,  bent  over,  then  put  forth  a 
burst  of  speed  and  joined  his  allies.  Something  hard 
and  shiny  gleamed  in  his  hand,  and  a  flash  of  white 
beneath  his  hood  might  have  been  an  attempted 

grin.  Her  heart  flip-flopped,  and  a  cold  dread  made 

her  shiver  again.  "He's  got  the  gun,"  she  murmured 
to  'Bird,  who  wheezed  beside  her,  eyes  wild,  brow 
beaded  with  sweat — and  with  one  hand  clutching  his 
belly. 

"His  buddy's  got  something  worse,"  he  managed 
between  ragged  breaths.  "He's  got  a  knife." 

Carolyn  stared  stupidly,  too  dazed  to  determine 
what  made  a  blade  worse  than  a  bullet. 

"They  skin  folks  with  knives  like  that,"  'Bird 
added.  "Trust  me." 

The  men  had  advanced  another  ten  meters,  but 
had  become  very  wary  indeed.  Carolyn  backpedaled 

reflexively,  tugging  'Bird  along  until  her  shoulders 
smacked  hard  against  the  glass. 

Twenty  meters. 

Twenty  meters  more — basically  twenty  steps — 
and  it  would  all  be  over.  She'd  been  dead  once  and 

revived.  She  doubted  she'd  be  as  lucky  two  days  run- ning. 

Silence,  save  for  'Bird's  labored  panting,  her  own 
more  throaty  breaths — and  the  slow,  measured 
thump  of  heavy  feet  on  wood. 
And  the  slap  of  waves  in  the  canal  not  two  meters 

to  'Bird's  left! 
"Can  you  swim?"  she  hissed  through  her  teeth, 
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sparing  a  glance  away  from  the  advancing  .  .  .  men. 

'Bird's  eyes  went  wide  and  crafty,  even  as  his 
mouth  grew  thin  and  grim.  "Well  enough,"  he  mut- tered. 

"Go!"  she  yelled  as  loud  as  possible,  out  of  des- 
perate hope  it  might  startle  their  adversaries — and 

with  that  same  cry,  she  pushed  him. 
He  stumbled  but  righted  himself,  to  pause  for  a 

fractioned  instant  on  the  ledge  above  the  canal 
where  the  railing  had  collapsed.  Then,  with  the  air 
of  one  resigning  himself  to  doom,  he  swung  his  arms 
above  his  head  and  fell  forward. 

She  caught  the  awkward  splash,  but  by  then  she 
had  flung  off  her  serape  and  was  likewise  poised  on 
the  brink. 

An  instant  only  it  required,  in  which  to  hear  the 
not-men  thundering  toward  her,  their  shouts  high 
and  dull  and  strange,  as  though  but  part  of  some 
words  registered.  A  moment  more  to  stare  down  at 
a  finger  of  glass  black  water  two  meters  below  her 
toes  and  thrice  that  many  wide.  And  then  she  drank 
deep  of  the  air — and  dived. 

She  hit  cleanly  (God  knew  she'd  had  years  in 
which  to  perfect  that  art),  and  knew  she'd  made 
barely  a  splash  as  she  entered — unlike  'Bird,  who'd 
sounded  like  the  winner  of  a  belly  flopper  match.  Her 

next  thought  was  that  it  was  colder  than  she'd  ex- 
pected, and  the  next  that  her  fingers  had  grazed  the 

bottom  perhaps  four  meters  down,  whereupon  she 
arched  upward  and  twisted  to  the  right,  seeking  what 
she  hoped  was  the  way  past  the  not-men  and  toward 
the  open  sea. 

Something  swished  through  the  water  ahead  of 
her,  and  she  caught  a  distant,  dull  report.  A  gunshot! 
Steeling  herself,  she  pushed  deeper,  to  brush  along 

the  bottom,  praying  'Bird  had  sense  enough  to  do 
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the  same — though  what  she  expected  to  accomplish 
in  the  long  run,  she  had  no  idea.  The  only  truth  was 
that  they  could  not  confront  those  four  not-men; 
that  with  all  directions  blocked  but  this,  it  was  their 
only  choice;  and  that  if  they  were  truly  fortunate, 

they  might  win  past  pursuit  and  reach— if  not  the 
sea,  at  least  some  place  that  offered  options.  Where 
they  could,  if  necessary,  split  up  and  double  their 
likelihood  of  survival.  She  had  to  live,  dammit!  Not 

only  for  herself,  but  for  this  Indian  lad  she'd  by  a 
long  and  winding  route  enmired  in  this  mess,  and  for 

poor  Kev,  who  would  wake  up  worried  as  hell — if 

something  hadn't  happened  to  him  already. 
But  for  now,  all  she  could  do  was  swim  as  deep  as 

possible,  as  long  as  possible,  and  hope  'Bird  would risk  as  much. 

And  that  the  opposition  wasn't  lucky. 
Or  had  no  other  gun.  She  wondered  how  many 

bullets  had  been  in  the  lost  one. 

At  least  she  wasn't  running  out  of  air  as  quickly  as 
expected — or  perhaps  fear  was  stretching  her  en- 

durance. Certainly  she  was  surprised  when  her  hand 
struck  movement  ahead,  which  she  deduced  was 

'Bird's  foot,  still,  reasonably  enough,  in  its  sneaker. 
It  flinched  away,  and  she  sensed  him  angling  to- 

ward the  surface.  Well,  the  lad  had  to  breathe;  as, 
come  to  it — finally — did  she. 

Steeling  herself,  she  kicked  off  the  canal's  stone 
bottom — and  heaved  a  sigh  of  relief  when  she  broke 

water  and  saw  'Bird  pawing  hair  out  of  his  eyes  a 
meter  closer  to  the  looming  darkness  that  marked 

another  walk  along  the  canal's  northern  side.  They'd 
emerged  in  shadow,  too,  and  had  made  it  nearly  half- 

way up  the  canal — which  was  damned  good  progress 
for  both  of  them. 

"Get  under  the  walk,"  he  whisper-gasped,  drawing 
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her  toward  him.  "There're  arches  under  the  Prom- 
enade. If  we  can  make  it  there — " 

"Go,"  she  urged.  "Don't  worry  about  me!  I'll  fol- 

low!" 'Bird  gulped  air  in  anticipation  of  yet  another  dive; 
but  a  hand  to  his  bare  shoulder  (he'd  never  replaced 
his  skin-shirt  after  displaying  his  injury)  reined  him 

back.  His  head  tilted.  He'd  evidently  heard  it  too. 
Not  more  footsteps  on  wood,  however,  nor  more 

running;  certainly  not  more  gunfire.  But  a  far  more 
threatening  and  insidious  sound:  the  raspy  swish  of 
clothing  being  shucked,  followed  by  a  low  moan  that 
accompanied  a  long,  slow  ripping.  A  thick,  moist 
flopping  ensued,  like  a  big  fish  makes  when  landed. 
And  as  yet  more  chills  raced  over  her,  she  glimpsed 

'Bird's  anguished  scowl — and  dived. 
Groping  blindly  in  the  dark — for  she  had  to  rely 

solely  on  instinct  and  dead  reckoning — she  threaded 
past  the  pilings  that  braced  the  boardwalk  to  either 
side  of  the  canal,  and  swam  beneath,  to  feel  along 
the  submerged  foundation  wall  of  the  building  that 
bordered  it  to  the  north.  With  her  fingers  brushing 
concrete,  she  flanked  it — and  almost  spat  out  her  air 
when  that  fell  away,  pierced  by  a  narrow  opening 
that  a  quick  exploration  showed  began  slightly  lower 
down  and  extended  less  than  half  a  meter  left  and 

right — though  how  high  it  rose  she  couldn't  deter- 
mine. A  disruption  of  the  water  ahead,  and  an 

accidental  collision  of  hands  revealed  that  'Bird  had 
found  it  too — and  was  breaching. 

So  did  she,  locating  him  already  several  meters 
farther  on,  and  made  her  way  toward  him,  swimming 
strongly  but  quietly. 

"What's  the  best  way  out  of  here?"  she  gasped. 
"Under  the  Promenade,  and  then  .  .  .  who  knows? 

It's  maybe  half  a  klik  to  civilization  if  we  go  north, 
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less  than  that  back  to  the  Jeep;  but  either  way,  we 

can't  stay  in  the  water — we're  sitting  ducks.  If  we 
can  make  it  to  land,  I  think  we  can  outrun  'em.  If 
nothing  else,  we  can  find  somewhere  to  hide  among 

the  ruins." 
"And  then?" 

"We  retrieve  your  bro  and  try  to  catch  up  with 

Stormy." 
"And  then?" 
"We— Jesus!  What  was  that?" 

Carolyn  swallowed  hard.  "They — that  is,  I  think 
one  of  them  dived  in." 

'Bird's  eyes  went  round.  "And  he  wasn't  human, 
was  he?" 

Carolyn  blinked  at  him,  still  having  trouble  con- 
necting all  these  preposterous  notions  that  were  sud- 

denly becoming  less  so  by  the  second. 

"They  aren't  human,  Carolyn!"  'Bird  insisted 
thickly.  "They — they're  killer  whales  usin'  magic  to 
put  on  human  skin  so  they  can  pass  among  us!" 

"But  why?" 
"I  don't  knowl  But  if  one's  shifted,  it's  in  its  ele- 

ment and  we're  not.  Our  only  choice  is  to  go  some- 
where it  can't." 

"Then  we  may  be  lucky." 
"Why?" 
"Because  there's  a  hole  in  the  wall  back  there.  If 

we  could  slip  through  that ..." 
"Good  point,"  'Bird  agreed.  "It  oughta  give  into  a 

basement  that,  by  the  level  here,  shouldn't  be  com- 
pletely drowned." 

"Do  it!"  Carolyn  snapped.  "I  just  heard  a  splash." 
To  her  surprise,  'Bird  reached  out  and  ruffled  her 

hair — which  was  plastered  to  her  head  like  a  black 

plastic  helmet.  "Good  thing  this  is  short!  Mine's  in 
my  ears  and  I  can't  hear  squat." 
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Though  his  eyes  belied  his  frivolity,  she  scowled — 
and  floated  back  to  where  the  opening  showed  its 
top  few  sims  above  water.  She  promptly  sank,  eased 
through  into  half-light,  and  resurfaced  inside.  It  was 

more  of  a  squeeze  for  'Bird,  due  to  his  chest  and 
shoulders,  but  he  passed  through  as  well.  Less  than 
two  seconds  later,  a  hard  thud  echoed  through  the 
gloom,  and  something  blunt,  slick,  black-and-white, 
and  toothy  thrust  through  the  opening,  narrowly 

missing  'Bird's  feet  as  it  thrashed  left  and  right. 
But  the  gap  was  just  too  narrow,  and  after  several 

tries  the  orca  vanished. 

— Leaving  them  treading  water  in  a  dimly  lit  en- 

closure, with  less  than  an  arm's  reach  between  their 
heads  and  the  rough-finished  vaults  of  a  cast  con- 

crete ceiling.  The  only  light  came  from  a  swath  of 
moonlight  to  the  north,  reflecting  off  oily  water.  A 

check  showed  the  floor  farther  down  than  she'd  ex- 
pected, which  made  her  wonder  what  sort  of  struc- 

ture this  was. 

"Stairs?"  she  wondered,  when  she  once  again broke  water. 

"Oughta  be,"  'Bird  panted  shakily.  "We  can 
check — but  let  me  catch  my  breath." 

Carolyn  led  as  they  scouted  the  perimeter  of  what 
proved  to  be  a  thirty-meter  square — possibly  a  large 
storeroom.  But  though  they  found  three  steel  doors, 
locked  or  rusted  closed,  they  saw  no  sign  of  stairs, 
trapdoors,  or  elevators. 

But  in  the  northeast  corner  they  found  something 
far  more  interesting. 

The  wall  had  fractured  there,  with  part  of  it  tum- 
bling toward  the  Promenade.  The  glimmer  of  light 

they'd  glimpsed  earlier  came  from  that,  and  when 
they  approached  indicated  that  not  only  was  the  wall 
broken,  but  that  the  pavement  beyond  had  collapsed 
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as  well  (and  recently,  'Bird  informed  her — he'd 
crossed  that  section  on  his  last  trip  through,  two 

weeks  prior),  leaving  a  stretch  of  water  several  me- 
ters wide  and  easily  a  quarter-klik  long  between  two 

impressive  docks,  but  open  to  the  sea.  And  the  best 

thing  was  what  floated  a  short  way  inside  the  base- 
ment. 

A  brand  new  windboard!  Basically  a  glorified  surf- 
board— with  a  broken  mast  that  once  had  held  a  sail, 

and,  at  its  narrow  stern,  a  tiny  outboard  motor. 

"Somebody's  gotta  be  watchin'  out  for  us,"  'Bird 
sighed.  "Did  you  order  that,  or  did  I?" 

"It's  probably  stormwrack,"  Carolyn  mused,  drift- 
ing up  beside  it  to  tread  water  with  one  hand  on  its 

bow.  "There  was  that  blow  last  week,  remember?  All 
that  stuff  on  TV  about  how  stupid  all  those  windsurf- 

ers were  to  go  out  in  it.  And  about  how  a  bunch  of 
them  were  dumb  enough  to  try  to  sue  the  city  for 
not  putting  up  breakwaters  when  they  lost  their 

boards." 
"For  which  we  may  be  grateful,"  'Bird  chuckled 

weakly.  "That  is,  if  you're  thinkin'  ..." 
"I'm  thinking  that  those  were-orca  things  didn't  all 

shift  shape,  in  which  case  some  of  them  will  be  out 
there  waiting  if  we  make  a  break,  and  though  they 

can't  watch  every  direction,  there's  no  guessing 
which  they  will  choose.  And  I'm  thinking  that  if  a 
couple  of  them  did  shift  shape — which  that  lad  back 
at  the  opening  seems  to  indicate — then  the  only 
thing  keeping  them  off  our  butts  now  is  the  fact  that 
the  straightest  way  in  here  may  be  blocked  by  that 

hunk  of  Promenade  that  fell  in  right  out  there." 
"Good  point,"  'Bird  acknowledged.  "So  what—?" 
Carolyn  peered  through  the  breach  in  the  wall.  "I 

don't  see  anywhere  to  climb  out  that'd  do  us  any 
good.  The  left  side  of  the  Promenade's  too  high  to 
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reach;  and  the  part  that  came  down  to  the  right's 
basically  a  vertical  wall  of  concrete — at  the  top  of 

which  our  friends  could  easily  be  hiding." 
'Bird's  grin  showed  he  was  thinking  the  same  thing 

she  was.  "But  if  we  climb  on  a  certain  wind- 

board  .  .  ." 
"And  can  get  the  motor  running  ..." 
His  face  fell  instantly.  "And  if  we  can't?" 
She  masked  her  uncertainty  with  a  grin  of  her 

own.  "We'll  worry  about  that  after  we've  made  the 
effort.  Now  .  .  .  you  ever  ridden  one  of  these  things?" 

'Bird  shook  his  head. 
"That  makes  two  of  us." 

"I  can  crank  a  chainsaw,  though,"  'Bird  cried — and  heaved  himself  across  the  stern. 

Carolyn  followed  his  example  amidships,  and  it 
was  hard  to  say  who  was  more  awkward  getting 
aboard  and  situated.  Carolyn  found  herself  astride 
but  backward,  just  ahead  of  the  broken  mast,  with 

'Bird  two  meters  aft.  "That  appears  to  be  the  rud- 
der," she  observed,  pointing  to  a  sturdy  lever  at- tached to  the  motor  at  the  rear  of  the  narrow 

fiberglass  hull. 

"And  this  seems  to  be  the  starter,"  'Bird  echoed. 
Whereupon  he  grabbed  a  trailing  cord — and  gave  a 
mighty  tug. 

It  was  the  sweetest  sound  Carolyn  had  ever  heard, 
and  the  most  welcome:  a  brief,  hesitant  sputter  that 
made  her  heart  skip  a  beat  before  it  settled  into  a 

high-pitched  staccato  buzz.  'Bird  twisted  around  to 
grin  at  her,  then  did  something  she  couldn't  see — 
and  they  were  moving. 

Too  fast! 

The  board  rose  steeply  beneath  her,  and  she 
would  surely  have  toppled  off  had  the  stump  of  mast 

not  restrained  her.  She  clutched  it  frantically.  'Bird's 
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shoulders  bunched  and  rippled  as  he  grabbed  the 
rudder  with  both  hands  and  pulled.  And  then  the  gap 

was  looming  up  very  fast  indeed,  and  'Bird  was  trying 
to  steer;  and  then  they  were  on  it — through  it — and 
past,  angling  toward  the  solid  slab  of  fallen  Prome- 

nade. "Left!"  Carolyn  shrieked,  not  caring  if  she  tele- 
graphed their  location.  "I  mean  rightl" 

'Bird  swore  unintelligibly  and  yanked  one  way, 
then  the  other.  The  board  bucked,  banked,  and 
threatened  to  tip  over,  but  somehow  he  got  it  righted 
and  steered  toward  the  center  of  the  channel.  Al- 

ready they  were  halfway  down  its  length,  halfway 

down  the  water-road  to  safety — though  she'd  heard 
'Bird  yip  painfully  as  they  narrowly  missed  the  near- 

est section  of  broken  paving  that  made  a  wall  to  the 

south,  and  guessed  he'd  taken  a  scrape  on  the  foot, 
so  close  did  they  veer  on  that  side.  Which  was  all 
the  poor  lad  needed. 

"North,"  she  yelled,  straining  to  be  heard  above 
the  din  of  the  tiny  motor.  Then:  "Oh,  Christ,  there 
one  is!" 

She  would  have  pointed  had  she  dared,  but  'Bird 
glanced  up  anyway,  which  was  stupid  for  someone 
facing  backward  on  a  speeding  board.  The  tensing  of 
his  shoulders  showed  he  saw  it  too:  one  of  the  hood- 
cloaked  figures  crouching  right  at  the  edge  of  the 
dock  not  twenty  meters  distant,  with  something 
small  and  shiny  in  his  hand. 

"North!"  she  screamed  again,  still  more  franti- 
cally, and  felt  the  board  lurch  beneath  her  as  'Bird 

gave  it  all  the  rudder  he  dared  and  executed  what 

was  close  to  a  right-angle  turn — that  then  had  to  be 
corrected  by  one  the  other  way,  so  quickly  did  they 
find  themselves  racing  toward  the  pylons  on  the  op- 

posite side. 
A  crack,  a  flash  of  light,  and  a  splash,  all  in  the 
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same  breath  proved  a  shot  had  been  fired  and  gone 
wide. 

Another  followed  instantly,  so  close  splinters  of 
fiberglass  splattered  against  her  thigh  from  where  a 
bullet  entered  the  board  a  handsbreadth  from  her 
knee. 

'Bird  countered  by  zigzagging. 
And  then  the  end  of  the  dock  slid  past,  and  they 

were  in  open  sea.  Behind  them,  one  small  figure 
stood  on  the  broken  point,  aiming  something  at 
them.  But  by  the  way  he  flung  the  object  into  the 
waves  a  moment  later,  it  was  empty. 

"Stormy  will  be  so  pissed,"  'Bird  snorted. 
"I'll  buy  him  another,"  Carolyn  promised.  They 

were  safe  now — or  at  least  were  no  longer  being  ac- 

tively pursued — not  by  anything  they  couldn't,  in 
the  short  term,  outrun.  Though  if  'Bird  didn't  slow 
this  thing  down  .  .  . 

"Where  to  now?"  he  sighed,  having  that  moment 
figured  out  how  to  throttle  down  the  little  outboard, 
so  that  they  now  moved  at  a  more  reasonable  clip. 

Carolyn  scanned  the  horizon,  seeing  nothing  but 
the  vacant  facades  and  derelict  docks  of  the  Dead 

Marina  for  another  quarter  klik  up  the  coast.  Farther 
on  were  luxury  hotels,  then  the  desalinization  plant. 

But  it  wasn't  that  far  to — 
She  pointed  to  the  finger  of  land  that  prodded  the 

Gulf  to  the  northeast,  a  couple  of  kliks  away.  "The 
breakers  look  too  rough  by  the  hotels — they  fixed 
the  bottom  to  make  them  that  way — which  means 

it'd  be  dangerous  for  us  to  try  to  get  in  there,  what 
with  the  tide  like  it  is.  But  the  bottom's  smoother  up 
by  'Why?' — which  is  closer  than  where  we  left  the 
Jeep.  Plus  they  ought  to  have  someone  on  twenty- 

four-hour  lookout,  plus  they've  got  sensors." 
"Fine,"  'Bird  agreed,  though  something  about  his 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  295 

expression  told  her  he  wasn't  that  keen  on  her  sug- 
gestion, but  was  too  far  gone  to  argue.  Instead,  he 

gunned  the  motor. 
They  had  not  gone  ten  meters  before  the  board 

leapt  from  the  water,  heeling  to  the  right  as  it  did. 
Carolyn  had  to  grab  the  mast  stump  to  keep  from 

flying  off,  and  only  'Bird's  legs  wrapped  around  the 
board  like  his  life  depended  on  it  saved  him.  Mirac- 

ulously, the  craft  righted  itself  upon  landing,  but  the 
comforting  buzz  of  the  motor  sputtered  to  a  stop. 

"Shit  fire!"  'Bird  spat — whereupon  they  struck 
something  else. 

Or  something  else  struck  them! 
Something  moving  invisibly  beneath  the  ink  black 

water. 

Moving,  while  they  were  not. 
They  were  dead  in  the  water — which  phrase  Car- 

olyn suddenly  loathed. 
For  even  as  she  drew  her  legs  up  to  balance  on  the 

board  and  saw  'Bird  scrambling  frantically  to  do  the 
same,  an  arm-long  fin  lifted  above  the  waves. 

The  dorsal  fin  of  an  orca! 

And  as  'Bird  swore  fluently  in  English  and  Cher- 
okee, she  counted  at  least  four  more. 





Part  Three 





Chapter  XXV: 
A  Grumbly  Guest 

(Aztlan,  Aztlan  Free  Zone — Mexico) 
(Saturday,  September  3 — after  midnight) 

Fireworks  were  among  Kevin's  favorite  entertain- 
ments— but  he  preferred  them  exploding  outside  his 

skull. 

As  it  was,  there  were  sparklers  spraying  glitter  be- 
hind his  eyeballs,  pinwheels  fizz-hissing  like  pissed- 

off  dragons  in  his  ears,  and  skyrockets  pounding  his 
brainpan  like  third  world  artillery,  each  salvo  ac- 

companied by  a  tiny  explosion  of  light  with  match- 
ing pulse  of  pain  that  persisted  long  enough  after  to 

merge  with  the  next  assault  in  a  crescendo  of  agony 
that  would  have  done  the  Marquis  de  Sade  proud. 

His  head,  in  short,  hurt  like  a  son  of  a  bitch. 
But  at  least  he  was  aware  of  it  now.  Before  (who 

knew  how  long  ago,  because  his  ear- watch  was  miss- 

ing) he'd  been  out  of  it  entirely.  All  he  recalled,  when 
memory  once  more  became  an  option,  was  a  bunch 

of  weird  guys  ransacking  Gary's  place.  They'd  inter- 
cepted him  on  his  way  back  from  the  loo,  dropped  a 

few  comments  he  really  didn't  want  to  contemplate, 
most  of  them  involving  his  skin — and  had  promptly 
knocked  him  on  the  noggin,  thus  precipitating  the 
present  intracranial  pyrotechnics. 

'      299 
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If  he  strained  really  hard,  however,  he  could  re- 
member a  trip  in  a  dirty  white  car  that  involved  an- 

other well-placed  thwack  when  he  threatened  to 
come  to. 

And  speaking  of  coming  to,  it  appeared  to  have 
happened  again.  Or  he  was  now  subject  to  external 
stimuli  as  well  as  the  light  show  within,  at  any  rate. 
Mostly  he  hurt,  and  not  just  his  head  from  multiple 
encounters  with  blunt  objects  moved  quickly  with 
force.  No,  his  back  was  also  sore;  and  certain  parts 
of  his  arms,  legs,  and  forehead  throbbed  alarmingly. 
Which,  as  more  consciousness  oozed  back,  seemed 
to  be  directly  connected  to  an  assortment  of  very 
tight  restraints  lashed  over  the  offended  portions  to 
secure  him  to  something  hard,  flat,  smooth,  and 
clammy.  By  the  chill  goose-bumping  large  portions 
of  his  anatomy,  he  concluded  he  wore  no  more  than 

the  gold  bikini  briefs  he'd  been  stumbling  around  in 
prior  to  the  mugging — which  made  him  feel  even 
more  vulnerable,  as  well  as  profoundly  foolish. 

Eventually  his  eyes  slitted  open,  and  he  was  able 
to  raise  his  head  far  enough  within  whatever  con- 

fined it  to  confirm  that  one  fear  was  justified.  Every 
articulating  segment  of  his  body  larger  than  a  finger 
had  been  secured  to  what  felt  suspiciously  like  an 
operating  table  by  leather  straps  as  wide  as  his  hand, 
most  of  them  pulled  tight  enough  to  raise  ridges  of 
flesh  on  either  side,  as  well  as  restrict  circulation. 

Whoever  had  caught  him  didn't  want  him  going  any- 
where, or  looking  good  when  he  arrived. 

As  to  where  here  was — the  clearest  view  was  of  a 
rough  sandcrete  ceiling,  probably  precast,  to  judge 
by  the  parallel  arches.  Paint,  if  present,  had  either 
faded  or  mildewed,  the  latter  strongly  favored  by  a 

pervasive  mustiness  in  the  air  that  made  Kevin's 
nose  prickle  even  as  he  noticed  it. 
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By  the  quality  of  the  light — adequate,  but  cold  and 
dirty — he  assumed  that  his  prison  had  no  windows, 
which,  with  the  mildew,  general  dampness,  and  a 
low,  almost  infrasound  thrum  rumbling  up  through 
the  walls,  supported  the  assumption  that  he  was 

near  either  the  beach,  one  of  those  canals  he'd  seen 
from  the  plane,  or  both,  possibly  below  sea  level. 

And  then  a  whole  phalanx  of  notions  marched  up 
to  him  clear  as  day  and  lined  up  in  logical  order. 

His  captors  had  come  seeking  Gary,  not  found  her, 
and  settled  for  him  instead. 

He  was  a  prisoner,  but  that  didn't  mean  they 
weren't  still  searching  for  his  sis. 

Neither  situation  was  desirable.  Ergo,  he  had  to 
escape. 

But  how?  Straining  against  the  strapwork  merely 
produced  more  pain,  cramped  muscles,  and  chafing 
at  the  juncture  of  tanned  flesh  and  fresh.  Which  left 
Plan  B. 

Of  which  there  was  none. 

At  least  there  was  no  sign  of  his  captors;  and  the 
one  good  thing  about  his  ineffectual  squirmings  was 

that  he'd  loosened  the  forehead  restraint  a  tad,  so that  he  could  now  see  a  trifle  more  than  heretofore. 

The  view  was  not  comforting. 
To  the  right,  a  frightful  vinyl  sofa  shared  space 

with  a  pair  of  equally  unpromising  chairs,  all  of 
which  were  lavishly  layered  with  what  looked  like 
the  leavings  of  a  Salvation  Army  clothing  sale — most 

of  it  heavy  fabrics  inappropriate  to  Aztlan's  subtrop- 
ical clime.  A  large  part  of  it  was  dirty,  and  a  few  items 

showed  dark  brown  stains  that  looked  disturbingly 
like  blood. 

Farther  back — as  far  as  he  could  roll  his  eyes  up 
and  to  the  right — lurked  a  glass-and-metal  cabinet 
of  the  sort  encountered  in  clinics,  a  suspicion  sup- 
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ported  by  the  presence  on  the  visible  shelves  of  an 
alarming  assortment  of  gleaming  metal  objects 
Kevin  had  a  terrible  feeling  were  surgical  tools.  Cer- 

tainly he  saw  several  scalpels — and,  oddly  enough, 
an  array  of  obsidian-bladed  knives. 

Shifting  back  the  other  way,  his  feet  framed  a  large 
aquarium  more  than  a  meter  long  and  half  that  high, 
full  of  a  murky,  tan-pink  liquid  in  which  something 
dark  and  amorphous  slowly  writhed  at  the  prompt- 

ing of  aeration  jets. 
To  the  left  of  the  tank— left  of  his  left  foot— gray 

paint  peeled  off  an  institutional  steel  door,  closed  at 

present.  And  adjoining  it  on  the  same  wall,  a  floor- 
to-ceiling  rack  held  a  mini-arsenal  of  high-tech 
weaponry,  mostly  the  latest  kevlar/carbon  fiber/ 
ceramic  sniper  jobs,  though  there  was  also  one  cur- 

rent series  Uzi  assault  rifle  and  three  exotic-looking 
handguns,  one  with  a  laser  sight. 
And  to  his  immediate  left,  another  prisoner  lay 

bound  to  a  table  like  his. 

His  companion-in-adversity  was  naked,  male — 
and  young,  to  judge  by  the  smooth  skin,  well-cut 
muscles,  small  bones,  and  dearth  of  body  hair.  But 
as  Kevin  strained  to  gaze  higher,  and  glimpsed  the 
extravagant  length  and  unlikely  brown-green  color 
of  the  impressive  mane  that  crowned  the  head,  he 
realized  that  his  partner-in-misery  was  cast  from  the 
same  disturbing  mold  as  his  unfortunate  proto- 
friend,  Fir. 

He  was,  in  short,  a  selkie. 
He  was  also  conscious,  if  the  way  his  muscles 

tensed  and  strained  against  bonds  similar  to  Kevin's 
was  any  indication,  but  seriously  groggy,  to  judge  by 
the  unfocused  stare  in  the  leaf  brown  eyes  that  had 

not  yet  chanced  to  drift  his  way.  Unlike  Kevin,  how- 
ever, the  selkie's  mouth  had  been  taped  shut,  the 
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gray-silver  gleam  of  duct  tape  occluding  both  lips 
and  jaw.  An  empty  cardboard  spool  next  to  an  alarm- 

ingly pointed  ear  told  Kevin  that  luck,  not  intent, 
was  all  that  had  spared  him  the  same  indignity. 

"Selkie!"  Kevin  rasped,  dry-tongued.  "Selkie,  look 
at  me!" 
The  other  captive  froze,  then  strained  more  ve- 

hemently. 

"Selkie!  I'm  not  your  enemy!" 
The  selkie  relaxed  minutely  and,  by  twisting  his 

head  to  the  limit  his  bonds  allowed,  was  able  to 
achieve  eye  contact. 

Kevin  nearly  turned  away,  so  much  misery 
showed  there,  so  much  agony,  so  much  despair. 

The  tape  bunched  and  stretched  across  the  sel- 

kie's  mouth,  but  before  Kevin  could  think  of  any  use- 
ful comment,  footsteps  snapped  beyond  the  door, 

and  the  steel  panel  grated  open.  The  first  two  figures 
to  enter  Kevin  recognized  as  the  heavy-bodied 

crypto-woman  who'd  rifled  Gary's  room  and  the  guy 
who'd  clubbed  him  with  the  hilt  of  a  butcher  knife. 
The  third  was  unfamiliar,  though  his  face  had  the 
same  unfinished  quality  as  his  accomplices.  Perhaps 
because  he  was  taller,  heavier,  and  marginally  more 
stylishly  dressed,  that  one  also  bore  an  air  of  au- 

thority. Certainly  the  others  deferred  to  him,  gazing 
at  him  expectantly,  as  though  waiting  for  him  to 
speak  first. 
The  Man-in-Charge  took  three  steps  into  the 

room,  which  put  him  even  with  Kevin's  ankles.  He 
stared  Kevin  up  and  down  dispassionately,  rather  as 
one  would  regard  a  used  car  one  was  evaluating.  He 
barely  scanned  his  face,  however,  and  Kevin  hastily 
lowered  his  lids,  praying  no  one  noticed.  He  hated 
to  do  that,  but  any  advantage  was  a  big  one  now. 
And  with  him  officially  still  unconscious,  perhaps 
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they'd  be  more  inclined  to  speak  freely — if  they 
troubled  to  speak  at  all. 

"You  should  not  have  brought  him  here/'  a  tone- 
less voice  stated — and  once  again  Kevin  got  a  sense 

that  much  of  the  inflection  was  occurring  beyond  his 

auditory  range.  "Not  when  we  scarcely  have  time  to 
deal  with  this  .  .  .  other." 

"We  thought  he  might  know  where  his  sister  is," 
a  more  familiar  voice  replied — doubtless  one  of  Kev- 

in's kidnappers.  "Also,  he  is  not  from  this  land  and 
is  thus  less  likely  to  be  recognized  or  .  .  .  missed." 

"You  could  have  had  him  killed  there,"  the  first voice  noted. 

("Had  him  killed?"  Kevin  wondered  if  that  careful 
phrasing  was  significant.) 

" — Which  would  have  left  us  with  a  corpse  to 
abandon  or  carry,"  a  third  party  broke  in.  "Either  of 
which  would  prompt  more  questions  than  having 

him  here  alive.  Besides,"  that  one  added  so  silkily  it 
was  like  a  purr,  "he  has  a  very  fine  skin." 

Kevin's  heart  flip-flopped.  Chills  he  hoped  no  one 
noticed  danced  across  his  torso.  In  spite  of  the  risk, 
he  slitted  one  eye  open. 

They  were  ignoring  him.  Rather,  the  larger  man 

was  gazing  over  Kevin's  legs  to  the  selkie.  "It  has  not 
told  you  yet?"  he  wondered. 

"Its  English  is  inferior,"  the  one-time  knife  wielder 
explained.  "And  like  the  others,  it  defies  our  efforts 
to  learn  its  native  speech." 

"Soon  enough,  though,"  the  larger  man  grunted. 
"Now,  let  us  be  about  preparing  your  other  find." 

No  one  seemed  inclined  to  reply,  but  Kevin  man- 
aged to  close  his  eye  and  relax  his  limbs  just  as  their 

gazes  swept  back  his  way. 

Please  God  don't  let  'era  look  too  close,  he  prayed. 
Don't  let  'era  think  I  heard  what  they  just  said. 
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Apparently  they  noticed  nothing  untoward,  for 
the  harsh  slap  of  heavy  feet  stumping  away  ensued, 
followed  by  the  hollow  slam  of  the  metal  door. 

Kevin  sighed  his  relief  and  for  a  long  moment  lay 
still.  His  heart  was  racing,  his  breathing  labored,  and 
he  was  sweating  like  a  pig.  Stress  reaction,  he  told 
himself.  Or  shock. 

Either  was  understandable,  given  that  he  was  in 
the  deepest  shit  he  could  imagine.  The  only  encour- 

aging thing  was  that  they'd  apparently  not  found 
Gary,  but  opposing  that  was  the  way  they  kept  dis- 

cussing his  skin.  More  to  the  point,  the  way  they 
kept  referring  to  it  as  an  entity  apart  from  the  rest 
of  him.  Kevin  had  a  sinking  feeling  he  knew  what 
darkened  the  tank  by  the  door.  Not  human  skin,  but 
perhaps  the  hide  of  a  seal  stolen  from  someone  like 
Fir.  Or  the  lad  on  the  adjoining  slab. 

He  had  just  twisted  his  head  around  to  address 
that  one  again,  when  a  sound  tore  through  both  door 
and  wall  and  lanced  straight  into  the  most  primal 
receptors  in  his  brain.  A  scream  it  was,  and  a 

shriek — and  a  shrill,  and  a  wail,  and  a  cry.  Not  hu- 
man, but  certainly  mammalian:  dolphin,  it  sounded 

like,  and  clearly  in  agony  beyond  enduring.  On  and 
on  it  went,  punctuated  with  those  clicks  and  growls 

and  glottal  quacks  he'd  heard  countless  times  on  re- 
runs of  Flipper  III. 

Only  this  Flipper  was  obviously  being  tortured. 
On  and  on  and  on  those  cries  continued,  some- 

times decreasing  in  volume,  but  never  changing  in 
kind. 

But  amid  those  pitiful  sounds,  Kevin  heard  an- 
other: softer  and  closer  by. 

"Fir, "  a  voice  hissed,  level  with  his  head.  uFir — 
Man!  It  would  be  good  for  us  to  speak  now." 

By  stretching  his  neck  to  the  limit,  Kevin  managed 



306  Tom  Deitz 

to  peer  full  in  the  face  of  his  fellow.  The  selkie,  evi- 
dently having  sharper  teeth  than  his  captors  sup- 
posed, had  gnawed  through  the  duct  tape  gag,  which 

remained  as  rags  of  tattered  silver  around  lips  that 
looked  as  though  they  would  far  rather  smile  than 
engage  in  subterfuge.  He  had  also,  Kevin  realized, 
addressed  him  in  Erse. 

"You  are  a  selkie!"  Kevin  blurted,  in  English. 
"Speak  the  Gaelic,  if  you  have  any,"  the  selkie 

muttered  haltingly  in  Kevin's  own  tongue.  "These 
.  .  .  evil-water-ones  have  not  yet  ripped  it  from  my 
mind,  though  sure  I  am  that  they  will,  if  I  cannot 

find  death  first." 
"D-death?"  Kevin  gulped  helplessly.  "M/ior?" 
"Yes,"  the  selkie  replied,  likewise  in  that  ancient 

speech,  in  which  he  continued.  "Perhaps  both  yours 
and  mine.  But  list',  for  there  is  little  time  and  much 
you  should  know,  should  you  chance  to  escape  from 

here,  which  I  still  dare  hope,  though  I  fear  'twill  not 
be  the  same  for  me." 

"Speak,  then,"  Kevin  said  in  halting  Erse.  "But  go 
as  slow  as  you  can." 

"Would  that  you  could  read  my  thoughts  as  I  do 
yours,"  the  selkie  replied.  "And  would  that  your  fear 
did  not  cloud  your  memories,  for  much  time  could 

thus  be  saved." 
"You  read  thoughts?" 
"Aye!  And  hide  them — and  yours,  as  I  did  when 

you  feigned  sleep  just  now.  But  that  is  not  what  you 

most  need  to  know." 
Kevin  held  his  breath. 

"What  you  do  know,"  it  continued,  its  voice 
scarcely  a  whisper,  though  Kevin  heard  it  clearly, 
even  above  the  screeches  from  the  adjoining  room, 

"is  what  I  am.  Your  fear  hides  how  you  came  by 
that — but  that  is  a  tale  for  a  more  pleasant  time. 
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What  is  important  now  is  that  those  who  have  cap- 
tured us  are  neither  your  kin  nor  mine,  but  the  evil- 

water-ones — what  some  land-men  call  orcas  and 
others  killer  whales  or  the  wolves  of  the  sea.  But  how 

can  this  be?  you  wonder,  for  sure  they  appear  like 
land-men.  And  to  that  I  tell  you  that  they  have  these 
few  years  past  learned  to  shift  skin  and  take  on  land- 

men's form.  Alas,  it  is  from  captives  of  my  own  folk 
that  they  have  derived  this  dreadful  art:  captives 
whom  they  have  held  under  the  most  fearful  curse 
that  can  be  laid  upon  our  kind,  which  is  that  if  they 
do  not  reveal  the  arts  of  shifting  skin  they  will  lay 
our  ancient  homeland  waste,  by  which  I  mean  what 

you  call  Eireland.  For  we  were  land-men  once,  of 
that  country,  and  the  bond  we  yet  feel  to  it  is  beyond 
imagining. 

"As  to  how  they  intend  to  do  this,"  the  selkie  went 
on,  "I  know  not,  save  that  it  involves  the  weather. 
What  I  do  know  is  that  in  order  to  walk  in  your  world 
as  land-men,  they  require  the  skins  of  land-men. 
Mostly  they  choose  those  without  country  or  kin, 
because  such  poor  wights  would  least  likely  be 
missed  yet  be  most  difficult  to  identify.  And  in  re- 

sponse to  the  question  you  would  ask:  yes,  orcas  are 
intelligent,  and  dolphins  and  other  whales,  too, 
though  not  all  of  any  kind,  unlike  land-men  or  sea. 
Yet  the  wise  among  them  are  as  wise  as  any  land- 

men, though  land-men  are  slow  to  notice  this,  per- 
haps because  whale-kin  have  no  machines.  Rather, 

they  use  their  minds,  which  are  very  powerful.  Sure 
it  is  that  they  have  skill  and  strength  enough  to  in- 

fluence dreams.  But  more  important,  for  your  know- 
ing, is  that  they  also  have  skill  to  dwell  for  a  time 

within  such  minds  as  are  less  than  perfectly  formed, 
and  while  so  doing,  control  them,  and  by  so  doing, 
avoid  an  ancient  prohibition  among  all  whale-kin, 
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that  none  of  them  is  to  directly  injure  a  land-man, 

those  who  do  being  cast  out.  And — " 
The  selkie  was  forced  to  break  off,  for  the  cries 

from  beyond  the  door  had  become  so  bloodcurdling 
Kevin  would  cheerfully  have  spent  the  rest  of  his  life 
deaf  in  order  to  escape  them.  Only  when  they  had 
subsided  to  a  barely  tolerable  squeal,  did  the  selkie 
resume  its  explanation. 

"Now  then,"  it  went  on,  "as  I  have  said,  our  ene- 
mies the  orcas — and  it  is  not  all  of  them,  be  assured, 

about  which  I  will  speak  more  anon,  should  there  be 

time — have  stolen  from  us  the  art  of  changing  skin. 
But  alas,  the  skins  they  steal  and  put  on  to  pass  as 
land-men  will  not  stand  more  than  one  shifting,  un- 

like my  folk  who  shift  repeatedly  without  renewing 
our  other  skins.  That  is  what  they  seek  to  learn  from 
me,  but  I  have  not  told  them,  for  I  do  not  know.  But 
even  worse,  for  your  kin,  is  that  being  larger  than 
land-men,  they  require  many  hides  to  construct  one 
of  sufficient  size  to  effect  the  change — these  skins 
being  collected  and  sewn  together  by  land-men  un- 

der their  control.  This  they  have  done  for  nigh  on 

two  years.  And — " 
He  did  not  finish,  because  the  shrieks  became 

even  louder  and  more  agonized  than  heretofore,  and 
continued  endlessly,  in  an  aching,  anguished, 

screaming  throb.  "What're  they  doirC  out  there?" 
Kevin  gasped  shakily,  when  speech  was  once  more 
viable. 

"In  order  to  be  of  use  for  shapechanging,"  the 
selkie  sighed,  "a  skin  must  be  taken  from  a  living 
body — or  else  you  would  surely  be  dead.  But  now 
that  orcas  have  learned  to  steal  the  forms  of  land- 

men, they  would  do  the  same  with  dolphins.  They 
have  lately  captured  one  for  that  purpose.  The  rest 

you  can  imagine." 
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Kevin  swallowed  hard,  sick  at  heart,  both  from 
fear  for  himself,  his  sister,  and  his  companion,  but 
also  out  of  pity  for  the  poor  creature  being  flayed 
alive  beyond  the  door.  He  liked  dolphins,  dammit! 

Any  right-thinking  person  did.  That  someone  would 
deliberately  harm  one  of  the  happy  beasts  seemed 
the  worst  sort  of  sin,  akin  to  shooting  a  smiling  child. 

"But  why?"  he  groaned  miserably.  "Why?" 
The  selkie  took  a  deep,  ragged  breath;  and  Kevin 

wondered  if  he  was  injured,  and  if  so,  how  much  all 

this  speaking  cost  him.  "The  hostility  'twixt  dolphins 
and  orcas  is  an  ancient  thing,"  the  selkie  murmured. 
"Indeed,  it  is  well-nigh  as  old  as  your  kind,  but  I 
know  little  save  that  it  involves  the  regard  dolphins 
hold  for  land-men  as  opposed  to  what  orcas  bear. 
Orcas  feel  they  have  been  badly  treated  and  count 
land-men  responsible  for  many  ills  that  trouble  both 
them  and  the  water-world.  Dolphins  are  more  sym- 

pathetic, for  they  see  that  while  land-men  are  selfish 
and  shortsighted,  yet  are  they  realizing  that  they  are 
a  part  of  nature,  not  apart  from  it.  But  be  that  as  it 
may,  I  have  heard  that  some  recent  occurrence  has 
reawakened  this  hostility  and  brought  the  two  into 
conflict  in  places.  They  want  to  steal  the  skin  of  that 
one  outside,  so  that  one  of  them  may  join  the  dol- 

phins hereabouts  as  a  spy." 
"I  met  a  selkie  once,"  Kevin  confessed  absently.  "I 

think  he  was  a  spy  too." 
To  his  surprise,  the  selkie  stiffened.  His  eyes  went 

wide  and  terrified,  as  though  Kevin  had  himself  de- 

clared his  doom.  "Tell  me!"  he  demanded.  "Quick! 
Think  it!" 

Kevin  took  a  deep  breath,  closed  his  eyes,  and 
somehow  (for  the  shrieking  made  it  difficult  to  con- 

centrate) managed  to  recall  the  major  events  of  his 
meeting  and  subsequent  adventure  with  the  selkie 
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he'd  only  known  as  Fir,  ending  with  the  unfinished, 
cryptic  message  he'd  been  given  at  Leenane. 

Throughout,  his  companion  kept  silent.  "So  you 
are  the  one!"  he  whispered  when  the  last  haunting 
image  had  faded  from  Kevin's  conscious  mind.  "I 
suspected  as  much  when  you  recognized  what  I  am, 
and  more  when  the  evil-water-ones  spoke  of  seeking 
your  sister.  Yet  even  if  you  were  not,  I  would  let  no 
land-man  die  in  darkness.  A  shame  it  is,  too,  and  a 
double  shame,  that  you  are  here — though  now  I  see 

the  reason." 
"I  wish  you'd  tell  me,  then!"  Kevin  grumbled, 

glancing  apprehensively  at  the  door,  beyond  which 
the  screams  were  finally  subsiding — by  which  he 
feared  his  captors  had  concluded  their  grisly  work 
and  would  soon  return  to  him  and  his  companion. 

The  selkie  likewise  looked  troubled.  "To  say  it 
quickly  then:  dolphins  can  speak  to  our  kind;  our 
kind  can  speak  to  land-men,  but  do  not  understand 
your  world.  Your  sister  is  the  one  we  have  .  .  .  pre- 

pared, to  be  an  intermediary." 
"But  Gary's  not  a  selkie!"  Kevin  protested — far  too 

loudly,  he  feared. 

"Wrong!"  the  selkie  shot  back.  "My  father's 
younger  brother  lay  with  your  mother.  Your  sister 

and  I  are  kin." 
But  before  he  could  say  more,  one  final  scream 

erupted  beyond  the  door — and  seemed  to  last  for- 
ever, louder  and  louder  until  it  filled  the  world  with 

the  ultimate  aural  essence  of  terminal  pain.  Kevin 
and  the  selkie  could  only  exchange  grim  stares.  And 
as  the  cry  rose  to  a  crescendo,  Kevin  suddenly  found 
himself  experiencing  an  odd  floating  sensation  he 
could  only  describe  as  being  torn  partway  out  of 
himself. 

One  moment  he  was  aware  of  cool  and  damp,  the 
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next  he  knew  heat  and  bright  light  and  a  horrible 
stickiness  he  recognized  as  his  own  blood  bathing 
his  entire  body,  but  blood  that  was  also  on  fire  and 
burning  its  way  into  the  flesh  of  his  torso  and  belly 
and  arms,  while  a  sharper  edge  of  it  marched  into 
his  legs  and  manhood  and  fingers  and  likewise  set 
them  alight.  His  neck  too,  and  his  chin,  his  lips,  his 
cheeks — his  eyes.  And  he  knew  when  light  became 
too  bright  and  could  never  be  dimmed  save  by  death, 
even  as  blood  obscured  his  vision  and  he  could  not 
look  away. 

Yet  he  did — and  was  himself  again,  gazing  across 
two  meters  of  grimy  floor  at  the  selkie. 

And  fought  not  to  close  his  eyes  once  more.  For 
every  muscle,  every  sinew,  tendon,  and  ligament  in 

the  selkie's  elegant,  slender  body  had  gone  hard  and 
tense  as  steel.  Indeed,  they  knotted  and  twisted  un- 

ceasingly, as  though  they  fought  each  other,  while 
the  selkie  himself  battled  some  unseen  agony  that 
was  beyond  anything  Kevin  could  imagine,  even  al- 

lowing what  he  had  just  experienced. 

Abruptly,  the  selkie's  eyes  stretched  wide,  his 
mouth  gaped  soundlessly — and,  with  a  hiss  like  a 
balloon  leaking  air,  he  relaxed  all  at  once  and  went 
utterly  still.  Kevin  knew,  by  his  motionless  chest, 
that  he  was  dead. 

One  final  piteous  cry  wrenched  him  from  without, 
and  this  time,  not  caring,  Kevin  added  his  own.  And 
as  those  shrieks  rose  to  what  had  to  be  the  last,  a 
sharper  sound  rang  out. 

The  distinctive  bark  of  a  large  caliber  automatic 
pistol. 



Chapter  XXVI: 

Ne'er  a  Drop  to  Drink 
(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — after  midnight) 

Something  huge,  slick,  and  vastly  powerful  slid 

past  'Bird's  right  leg — the  one  that  trailed  deeper 
into  the  black  waters  of  the  Gulf  of  Mexico,  half  a 
klik  off  the  glittering  jewelwork  of  the  Aztlan  coast. 

He  flinched  reflexively  and  jerked  it  onto  the 
shaky  stability  of  the  red-and-white  windboard  atop 
which  he  and  Carolyn  maintained  their  uneasy 
perch.  A  dark  triangle  cut  the  moonlit  ripples  a 
meter  past  the  defunct  motor:  the  top  twenty  sims 

of  an  orca's  dorsal  fin.  "Shitl"  he  spat,  and  shud- 
dered, less  from  the  chill  of  a  sudden  cool  breeze 

against  the  wet  bare  flesh  of  his  torso,  than  because 
his  ancestral  demons  were  coming  home  to  roost. 

Or  swim. 

He  was  Cherokee,  and  Cherokee  myth  was  full  of 
aquatic  monsters:  the  water  cannibals  who  came 
ashore  invisibly  and  stole  unsuspecting  men,  leaving 
images  in  their  place;  the  giant  leech  at  Tlanusiyi, 
near  Murphy,  North  Carolina,  an  hour  west  of  where 

he'd  been  born.  And  worst  of  all,  the  great  fish,  the 
dakwa,  that  haunted  the  French  Broad  River  and 
was  large  enough  to  swallow  a  man.  But  this  was 

312 
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worse  than  any  of  those  because  the  beasts  slowly 

circling  the  scanty  security  of  the  beat-up  board 
were  real. 

Or  had  physical  presence,  anyway.  What  else  they 
might  be — men  changed  into  orcas,  or  orcas 
changed  to  men — he  dared  not  contemplate.  Nor 
wanted  to. 

He  had  forced  himself  to  believe  otherwise  for 

twenty-seven  years:  that  magic  was  a  myth,  that  it 
had  no  place  in  the  world  of  solar  cells  and  biocir- 
cuits.  And  now  it — or  something  very  like  it — was 
manifesting  right  and  left,  clearly  enough  to  put  him 
in  fear  of  his  life  as  nothing  prior  had  ever  done. 
Everything  else — all  the  risks  young  men  set  them- 

selves in  the  course  of  learning  the  limits  that  de- 
fined their  manhood — were  predictable;  they 

depended  on  strength  or  will  or  knowledge  that  one 
could  anticipate  and  access  perfectly.  The  were- 
orcas  were  different.  Their  limits  were  as  mysterious 
as  the  depth  of  the  ocean  hereabouts. 

Caught  between  the  devil  and  the  deep  blue  sea, 
he  thought  grimly.  Or  by  the  dakwa  in  the  deep 
black  sea  .  .  . 

"I'm  gonna  die,"  he  whispered  to  the  breeze,  as  it 
whipped  up  a  choppiness  that  made  the  windboard 

rock  alarmingly.  "I'm  goin'  to  fuckin'  die\" 
And  not  alone.  He'd  lured  an  innocent  woman  into 

this  foolishness,  and  she  was  going  to  die,  too,  and 
in  that  he  was  doubly  damned.  And  the  bad  thing 

was  that  he  hadn't  the  strength  to  care.  His  body 
ached  abominably — from  the  gouge  beneath  his 
clavicle  and  the  slice  down  his  torso  that  once  again 
seeped  blood,  and  which  burned  like  fire  where  salt 
water  had  been  at  it  for  fifteen  long  slow  minutes 
(long  enough  for  the  Spraskin  that  had  protected  it 
to  dissolve  along  the  stress-torn  edges);  through  the 
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scraped  shin  acquired  when  he'd  fallen  back  at  the 
'Wheel  and  the  assorted  bruises  and  abrasions  the 
assault  at  the  marina  had  wrought;  to  (most  re- 

cently) the  gouge  along  his  left  ankle  where  the 
windboard  had  narrowly  missed  that  slab  of  fallen 
Promenade,  and  he  had  not.  Bone  showed  there: 
white  bone,  and  flesh  that  filled  and  drained  with 
trickling  blood  as  the  sea  lapped  and  sucked  at  it  like 
another  water  fiend. 

He  prayed  no  sharks  were  about. 

"I'm  dead,"  he  gasped  again,  this  time  with  tears 
in  his  eyes. 

"...  ten — eleven — twelve  ..."  Carolyn  counted 
behind  him,  her  voice  dull  and  cheerless,  as  though 
she  too  was  draining  herself  of  feeling  in  anticipation 
of  forsaking  life. 

"...  thirteen!"  she  finished.  "Not  a  lucky  num- 

ber." "The  number  of  a  coven,"  'Bird  noted  sourly, 
twisting  around  to  squint  at  her.  "As  though  they 
needed  more  magic." 

She  glared  back.  "We  don't  know — " 
"Yes  we  do!" 

"I  didn't  see  anything,"  she  protested,  hard-eyed, 
though  'Bird  suspected  she  was  arguing  rationality's 
side  to  protect  her  sanity.  "I  didn't  actually  see  any- 

thing. All  I  have  to  go  on  is  what  you  told  me — and 
circumstantial  evidence." 

'Bird  waved  a  hand  toward  the  dark  fins  that  wove 
a  complex  pattern  close  around  their  island  of  safety. 

"These  guys  are  circumstantial?" 
"All  I  know  is  that  they're  orcas,  whatever  else 

they  might  be,  and  that  their  present  behavior  is 

within  the  bounds  of  established  knowledge."  Her 
wild  eyes  belied  her  conviction. 

"Bullshit!" 
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A  half-meter  fin  shifted  its  arc  and  sliced  close  be- 
side the  windboard,  only  banking  away  at  the  last 

instant.  The  board  tipped  precariously  in  the  wash. 

'Bird  had  far  too  clear  a  glimpse  of  a  torpedo-shaped 
body:  black  above  white,  with  a  mouthful  of  very 
sharp  teeth  large  enough  to  encompass  his  head. 

"Goddamn!"  he  yipped.  "God  fuckin'  damnl" 
"They're  not  acting  right,"  Carolyn  noted  numbly. 
"Fuckin'  right  they're  not!"  'Bird  snorted.  Then, 

with  a  scowl:  "But  you  just  said — " 
"Established  knowledge  and  expected  behavior 

are  two  different  things,  lad." 
"Fuckin'  semantics,"  'Bird  growled.  "You're  the 

one  the  dolphins  worship:  do  something!" 
"Like  what?"  Carolyn  snapped.  "For  all  we  know 

that's  a  bunch  of  self-deluding  mumbo  jumbo." 
"Like  hell  it  is!"  'Bird  retorted.  "There's  some 

other  Power  fuckin'  around  with  us  here — there  has 

to  be!  And  there's  no  way  in  hell  it'd  hit  us  with  all 
this  vision-dream  bullshit  without  reason.  And  if  it's 
that  involved  with  us,  there  oughta  be  some  way  to 

access  it  now!" 

Carolyn  stared  at  him  accusingly.  'You're  the  one 
who  claims  to  know  so  much  about  magic!" 

"I  don't  claim  to  know  anything  about  magic," 
'Bird  shot  back  wildly.  "The  stuff  scares  me  shitless!" 

"And  thirteen  orcas  don't?  Thirteen  orcas  that 
aren't  acting  like  orcas  at  all!" 

'Bird  frowned  resignedly.  "Fuck  it!  Just  fuck  it! 
Forget  I  said  anything.  We'll  be  dead  in  a  minute 
anyway." "'Bird—" 

He  glared  at  her  savagely.  "Okay,"  he  gritted.  "I'll 
make  this  as  clear  as  I  can.  I  don't  know  shit  about 
magic — not  practically,  not  to  actually  do  anything 
useful.  But  everything  I  do  know,  at  least  about  tra- 



316  Tom  Deitz 

ditional  European  magic,  says  you're  the  power 
here.  Water  is  woman's  domain — in  your  native 
myths,  if  not  mine.  You're  a  marine  biologist  and 
these're  marine  animals.  It's  night,  and  the  moon's 
nearly  full;  and  the  moon,  again,  is  traditionally  fe- 

male. What  else  do  you  want?" 
"I  want  to  wake  up!"  she  cried.  "I  want  the  fuck 

out  of  here!  I —  What's  wrong?" 
'Bird  braced  himself  again.  "You  said  something 

about  them  not  actin'  normal.  What'd  you  mean  by 

that?" A  weary  grimace.  "Okay,"  she  sighed,  "first, 
they're  all  very  small — no  more  than  three  to  four 
meters  long,  and  a  couple  are  even  smaller.  Orcas 
can  get  up  to  ten  meters  .  .  .  which  means  these  are 
all  young:  adolescents  at  best.  Except  that  orcas  this 

young  usually  travel  in  conjunction  with  their  moth- 

ers until  they're  far  older.  There's  no  precedent  for 
having  thirteen  young  ones  together,  without  old  fe- 

males about." 
"Maybe  they  are  about  and  we  just  don't  know." 
"Perhaps.  But  there're  other  oddities  too,  that 

don't  make  sense  at  all  if  we're  dealing  with  conven- 
tional predators,  even  very  intelligent  ones." 

"Such  as?" 

"There's  blood  in  the  water,  for  one  thing,  which 
should  trigger  some  aggressive  instincts.  Secondly, 

this  board's  not  much  of  a  barrier.  It  would  be  very 
easy  for  them  to  snatch  us  off  it  if  they  wanted.  I've 
seen  them  do  that  to  seals  on  ice  floes  many  times. 

Even  on  beaches." 
'Bird  shuddered  again.  "Seals  how  big?" 
"Seventy-eighty  kilos." 
"Great,"  'Bird  groaned,  "I  weigh  seventy-five." 
"So  if  they  wanted  to  kill  us,  they  could.  But  it 

seems  more  like  they  just  want  to  .  .  .  sink  us." 
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Even  as  she  spoke,  a  fin  broke  from  the  circling 

ranks  and  arrowed  toward  them.  But  just  as  'Bird 
was  certain  it  was  going  to  slam  into  them,  it  sub- 

merged. The  windboard  promptly  shuddered  as  the 
orca  scraped  across  the  underside  between  him  and 
the  obviously  terrified  woman;  but  as  it  seemed  on 
the  verge  of  settling  again,  a  blow  to  the  keel  lifted 
the  board  straight  out  of  the  water  over  a  meter. 

'Bird  snatched  frantically  for  the  rudder  handle — 
and  caught  it — barely — though  one  hand  skidded  off 
to  scrape  along  the  motor  cowling.  He  saw  the  blood 
of  yet  another  cut  before  he  felt  the  pain. 

At  this  rate  Vm  gonna  bleed  to  death  before  Vm 

eaten  or  drown,  he  told  himself.  "I'm  gonna  die,"  he 
said  aloud — and  louder. 

They  hit  the  surface  again.  Bounced.  Tilted.  'Bird's teeth  rattled. 

But  before  the  board  could  settle,  a  shove  from  the 

opposite  edge  tilted  it  full  on  its  left-hand  side.  Only 
its  narrow  keel  and  clever  ballasting  righted  it.  Car- 

olyn's legs  slipped  into  the  waves.  'Bird  twisted 
around  to  grab  at  her,  but  she  was  back  on  board 
before  his  fumblings  reached  her. 

That  did  it!  Steeling  himself,  he  reached  to  his  belt 

and  pulled  out  the  hunting  knife  he'd  found  in 
Stormy's  Jeep  and  stuck  there.  Then,  setting  his  jaw, 
he  waited,  balancing  with  one  hand  against  the  rud- 

der, the  blade  secreted  along  his  inner  thigh  lest  Car- 

olyn glimpse  it  and  commence  another  tirade.  She'd 
had  her  chance — and  done  nothing.  It  was  therefore 
up  to  him.  And  if  he  was  going  to  die,  he  was  going 
to  go  down  fighting. 

He  got  his  chance  less  than  a  minute  later,  when 
a  series  of  waves  sent  the  windboard  on  a  collision 
course  with  one  of  the  smaller  orcas.  As  the  dome  of 
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its  head  rose  from  the  waves  to  the  right,  he  stabbed 
down. 

Hit- But  only  barely,  only  a  glancing  blow,  though  glis- 
tening black  hide  parted  and  white  blubber  showed 

beneath,  laced  with  delicate  darkness  that  might 
have  been  blood  stained  black  in  the  moonlit  gloom. 
A  shriek  cut  the  night — a  wavering,  high-pitched 
wail  that  made  'Bird's  blood  run  cold.  It  was  the 
first  sound  he'd  heard  any  of  the  creatures  make, 
and  it  carried  with  it  far  too  much  not  only  of  in- 

stinct, but  of  full  awareness  of  the  lethal  effects  of 
such  damage. 

'Bird  jerked  back  reflexively,  scarcely  in  time  to 
avoid  a  mouthful  of  teeth  that  snapped  where  his 
hand  had  been.  The  flinch  overbalanced  him,  how- 

ever, and  he  slid  off  the  board.  Only  his  grip  on  the 
rudder  saved  him,  but  in  the  frantic  struggle  to  re- 

gain the  board's  scanty  security  he  dropped  the 
knife.  He  heard  Carolyn's  anguished  cry  as  she 
snatched  vainly  for  his  free  arm — and  could  not 
reach  it,  felt  salt  set  fire  in  his  wounds  all  over  again, 
and  the  slap  of  waves  in  his  face  that  burned  his 
mouth,  nose,  and  eyes. 

And  yet  he  hung  on,  yet  fought  his  way  up,  though 
his  legs  kicked  helplessly  in  that  cold  dark  realm  full 
of  terrible  things  with  teeth. 

Something  brushed  his  thigh.  He  lurched  upward 
in  a  rush  of  raw  panic,  only  to  slip  off  the  board 
again — and  feel  another  body  slide  along  his  other 
side.  And  then — to  his  horror — something  nudged 
his  leg  and  stayed  there.  He  thrashed  wildly,  kicking 
out — only  to  feel  a  prickle  of  pain  all  down  his  calf 
as  teeth  took  hold. 

"I'm  gone!"  he  screamed,  as  those  teeth  dug  in.  It 
was  over  now.  Any  second  he'd  feel  pressure,  more 
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pain,  and  then  more  pain  as  his  leg  was  bitten  off. 
And  then  he  would  die. 

But— 
— The  pressure  had  vanishedl — though  the  pain 

most  certainly  had  not.  'Bird  sensed  that  his  assail- 
ant had  been  knocked  away.  Water  filled  his  eyes, 

clogging  his  nose  and  mouth  as  he  lost  his  grip  on 
the  rudder  and  fell  full  into  the  sea.  A  furious  scram- 

ble bought  him  air  again,  to  glimpse  the  rudder  rod 
above  him.  He  grabbed  it  desperately  and  hung  on, 
dimly  aware  that  Carolyn  had  likewise  fallen  over- 
board. 

— Whereupon  another  orca  smashed  into  him, 
knocking  him  loose  once  more.  When  he  finally  sur- 

faced, it  was  to  the  heart-stopping  spectacle  of  three 
sets  of  wicked  teeth  ripping  at  the  windboard,  while 
two  other  orcas  beat  sections  free  with  flukes  and 

flippers. 
Backwash  promptly  scattered  his  vision,  and 

when  he  blinked  his  eyes  clear  again,  the  board  was 
reduced  to  floating  slivers  of  fiberglass  and  foam. 

But  where  was  Carolyn?  He  yelled  her  name, 
coughed,  shouted  it  again,  as  he  swam  into  the  mass 
of  splinters  that  had  been  their  one  hope  of  salva- 
tion. 

"Carolyn!"  he  called  once  more,  a  thin,  hopeless 
sound  amid  the  churning  waves  and  hissing  wind. 

"Carolyn!  Are  you  all  right?" Silence. 

Then:  "'Bird?  Is  that  you?" 
Whereupon  he  realized  that  what  he  had  taken  for 

a  large  hunk  of  foam  was  Carolyn's  head,  bobbing 
just  above  the  wave  tops  as  she  trod  water.  Beyond, 
he  could  see  flashing  fins  and  sweeps  of  sleek  dark 
bodies. 

Orcas. 



320  Tom  Deltz 

Circling  orcas. 
Circling  in  far  too  precise  a  pattern. 

"Carolyn!"  'Bird  panted  again,  and  swam  toward 
her.  They  touched  hands  across  the  wave  tops:  hu- 

manity seeking  its  like  amid  that  which  was  totally 

other.  And  with  that  touch,  'Bird's  strength  went  out 
of  him,  and  he  lay  dazed  and  numb  amid  the  swells. 

He  didn't  care  now.  Death  would  come,  and  soon. 
Death  was  a  lonely  thing,  yet  he  would  not  die  alone. 
Without  willing  it,  he  relaxed  his  limbs  and  let  his 
body  go,  drifting  down,  slowly,  slowly,  wondering 
vaguely  if  he  was  finally  feeling  the  effects  of  all  that 
blood  loss. 

'"Bird!  Fight  it!"  Carolyn  snapped.  He  felt  her  arm 
go  around  him,  buoying  him  up,  even  as  he  put  all 
he  had  into  kicking  enough  to  keep  afloat.  Her 
breath  was  warm  in  his  ear,  her  body  slick  and 
smooth  against  his.  There  were,  he  reflected,  worse 
ways  to  die. 

And  die  they  would,  for  as  best  he  could  tell  with 
his  face  barely  above  wave  level,  the  orcas  were  clos- 

ing in — and  not  merely  circling  now,  but  inscribing 
intricate  figures  that  brought  them  ever  nearer.  One 

thumped  against  his  legs.  Carolyn  jerked  and  shud- 
dered, and  he  assumed  one  had  hit  her  as  well. 

But  none  bit.  Not  since  the  one  he  had  injured. 

"They  want  us  to  drown,"  Carolyn  groaned  into 
his  ear.  "'Bird,  they  want  us  to  drown." 

"Won't  have  long  to  wait,  then." 
"Don't  say  that,"  she  told  him  furiously.  "I  could 

swim  to  shore,  even  with  you — if  they'd  let  us,  which 

they  won't." 
"Something  else  that's  not  normal,  right?" 
"Right.  But  not  what  I'd  expect  of  magic  either." 
Meanwhile,  the  mass  of  orcas  was  clearly  closing 

in.  And  very  soon  were  crowding  so  tightly  about 
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'Bird  and  Carolyn  that  he  could  feel  one  of  their  mas- 
sive bodies  against  his  own  at  all  times.  Sliding  along 

his  legs,  sometimes,  or  pressing  against  his  hips,  or 
beside  his  torso.  Or  a  flipper  or  fluke  snapping  per- 

ilously near  his  arms  or  shoulders  or  head — close, 
but  never  impacting.  And  all  too  often  a  knowing 
flash  of  eye,  or  teeth  bared  in  what  could  only  be 
described  as  evil  grins. 

It  was  hard  to  maintain  his  head  above  water,  now. 

He  had  become  a  deadweight  in  Carolyn's  arms,  and 
he  could  tell  that  strong  as  she  was,  she  was  tiring. 

Closer  .  .  .  The  press  was  constant,  and  harder, 
tending  to  force  them  down. 

Down  .  .  . 

Abruptly,  'Bird  sensed  a  shift  in  that  pressure,  as 
though  something  had  disturbed  the  orcas  from 
without.  A  subtle  agitation  seemed  to  spread  through 

the  squeezing  ranks.  "Oh  my  God!"  Carolyn  gasped. 
"Look!" 

'Bird  did — but  did  not  at  first  see  what  had 
prompted  her  exclamation.  But  then  he  glimpsed  the 
flash  of  a  sleek,  fishlike  body  silhouetted  against  the 
star-filled  sky. 

"Dolphins!"  Carolyn  cried.  "They're  being  at- 
tacked by  dolphins!" 

And  it  was  true!  For  even  as  'Bird  used  the  dregs  of 
his  strength  to  strain  upward,  the  huddled  mass  of 
orcas  broke  apart  and  scattered  from  around  them. 

"Jesus,"  Carolyn  sobbed  in  his  ear.  "Jesus,  God, 
and  Mary;  this  can't  be  real!" 

Yet  'Bird's  eyes  gave  the  lie  to  that.  For  as  he 
watched,  moonlight  glimmered  off  another  dolphin 
leaping  on  high,  then  another,  from  a  quarter  way 
around  the  loosening  knot  of  orcas.  And  then,  as  best 
he  could  tell,  battle  was  joined. 

He  couldn't  see  much  of  what  occurred,  for  the 
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waves  were  quickly  beaten  into  a  choppy,  heaving 
froth  as  slick  round  bodies  and  blunt-pointed  heads 
smashed  together,  twisted,  bit,  and  writhed,  then 
broke  apart  once  more.  There  seemed  to  be  at  least 
as  many  dolphins  as  orcas,  and  quite  possibly  more, 
though  both  moved  so  quickly,  it  was  hard  to  decide 
for  certain.  They  were  almost  as  large  as  the  orcas 
too,  and  their  teeth  seemed  just  as  effective.  More 
than  once  he  saw  dolphin  jaws  slash  into  orca  fin  or 

fluke  or  flesh  and  leave  long  gouges — or  outright 
holes  that  quickly  filled  with  blood. 

On  and  on  that  fight  continued,  as  Carolyn  and  he 

fought  their  own  battle  to  stay  afloat — aided,  fortu- 
nately, by  the  largest  fragment  of  the  windboard, 

which  had  bobbed  into  Carolyn's  grasp.  'Bird  held 
on  to  it  desperately,  as  though  he  were  a  tiny  child 
and  the  splintered  fiberglass  his  mother.  Carolyn 
likewise  braced  against  it,  but  was  swimming 

strongly  as  she  did — far  more  strongly  than  'Bird  ex- 
pected of  one  so  small. 

"This  isn't  normal  either,  is  it?"  he  managed  be- 
tween gulps  and  bouts  of  choking. 

She  shook  her  head,  eyes  wide  with  what  could  as 

well  have  been  fear  as  awe.  "Dolphins  have  been 
known  to  display  aggressive  behavior  against  sharks, 
other  dolphins,  and  even  orcas — but  this  is  a  little 

too  organized,  a  little  too  aggressive." 
"Just  like  that  attack  on  us  was  too  calculated." 
She  nodded  grimly.  "Yeah,  just  like  that.  I —  Oh nor 
She  broke  off.  Her  face  went  suddenly  slack  with 

surprise,  then  hardened  with  disgust  and  horror. 

'Bird  swung  around,  following  her  line  of  sight,  saw 
what  Carolyn  had — and  found  it  as  disturbing. 

One  of  the  orcas — the  largest,  he  thought — had 
seized  a  dolphin  by  the  head  directly  in  front  of  its 
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blowhole.  And  as  he  watched  in  sick  awe,  those  jaws 
sank  in.  The  dolphin  struggled,  its  body  arching 

wildly,  its  flukes  slapping  the  water,  other  orcas,  fel- 
low dolphins,  without  regard,  even  as  its  comrades 

arrowed  in  to  snap  and  gnaw  and  smash  at  its  as- 
sailant. 

But  the  beast  held  firm,  its  entire  thick  body  a 
slick  mass  of  tension  as  blood  gushed  from  between 
those  jaws. 

'Bird  heard  the  sick  crunch  of  tooth  against  bone, 
and  then  the  jaws  ground  shut.  The  orca  jerked 

away — and  'Bird  barely  had  time  to  see  what  re- 
mained of  the  dolphin  before  a  wave  smashed  into 

his  face  and  a  flurry  of  movement  swept  the  corpse 
from  view. 

It  was  a  chilling  sight,  and  a  heartrending  one;  for 

like  most  men,  'Bird  had  been  brought  up  to  think 
highly  of  dolphins:  not  quite  as  intelligent,  perhaps, 
but  clearly  friends  to  man.  It  therefore  hurt  deep  in 
his  soul  to  see  one  so  mutilated:  to  see  one — he 
forced  himself  to  remember  what  shock  was  already 
burying  in  his  brain — with  the  whole  forward  part  of 
its  head  bitten  off,  as  though  someone  had  taken  a 
spoon  and  scooped  out  a  neat,  bloody  hole. 

"So  that's  it,"  Carolyn  gasped  beside  him.  "That's 
what's  been  going  on!" 

'Bird  stared  at  her  incredulously. 
"But  why?"  she  continued.  "Why?" 
'Bird  had  no  answer.  All  he  could  do  was  watch 

spellbound  as  the  dolphins  sent  the  remainder  of 
their  assailants  swimming  away,  their  attack  against 
him  and  Carolyn  utterly  put  to  rout.  The  last  of  the 
tall  dorsal  fins  was  already  ten  or  fifteen  meters  off, 

curved  over  to  the  side  almost  in  a  loop  in  what  he'd 
heard  was  a  gesture  of  unhappiness  or  submission. 

And  then  the  water  around  them  resounded  with 
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splashes  as  dolphin  after  dolphin  broke  the  surface, 
arched  into  the  air,  curvetted  there,  then  dived 
headfirst  into  the  moonlit  swells,  only  to  repeat  that 
dance  again,  time  after  time. 
They  were  speaking  too:  their  heads  popping 

above  the  surface  to  nod  and  chuckle  and  click  in 

that  almost-language  of  theirs.  'Bird  grinned,  and 
would  have  laughed  had  his  chest  not  hurt  so 
much — and  had  he  the  strength  for  it. 

"I  don't  suppose  you  speak  dolphin,  do  you?"  he 
asked  Carolyn,  where  she  trod  water  a  few  meters 
away. 

She  shook  her  head.  "No,  but  maybe  these  guys'll 
let  us  make  it  to  shore.  Can  you  swim  that  far?" 

"I  doubt  it,"  'Bird  replied  honestly.  "But  I'll  try." 
"Float  then,  and  I'll  carry,"  she  told  him,  easing 

toward  him,  her  strokes  strong  and  sure.  "Kick  if  you 
can,"  she  added,  extending  an  arm. 

But  as  her  fingers  strained  toward  his,  a  dolphin's 
head  erupted  from  the  water  directly  between  them. 
She  jerked  back,  startled,  as  it  poised  there,  looked 
her  in  the  face — and  slowly  and  deliberately, 
reached  down,  seized  her  upper  arm  in  its  beak — 
and  dragged  her  under. 

"No!"  'Bird  groaned  hopelessly.  "No!"  But  further 
cries  froze  in  his  throat  as,  one  by  one — beginning 
due  south  and  working  their  way  around — dolphin 
after  dolphin  leapt  once  into  the  air,  struck  the 
waves,  and  vanished,  leaving  him  to  stare  at  a  dark 

and  eerily  empty  ocean,  on  which  fragments  of  fi- 
berglass and  foam  drifted  along  gentle  swells,  while 

the  distant  lights  of  Aztlan,  "Why?,"  and  Sinsynsen 
beckoned — impossibly  far  away  to  someone  who 
had  no  strength  remaining. 



Chapter  XXVII: 
Into  the  Dark/Into  the  Light 

(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — after  midnight) 

Carolyn  had  no  time  to  scream — no  chance  to  cry 

out  to  poor  traumed-out  'Bird — no  opportunity, 
even,  to  grab  more  than  the  most  cursory  breath  of 
air,  before  salt  water  closed  over  her. 

The  last  thing  she  saw  was  a  beakful  of  dolphin 
teeth  silhouetted  against  a  starlit  sky,  with  beyond 

them  'Bird's  face  contorting  into  a  horrified  "No!" 
Then  blackness,  in  which  the  only  foci  were  the 
pressure  already  building  in  her  lungs,  the  eager 
presence  of  water  at  the  gates  of  her  nose  and 
mouth — and  the  sharp  prickle  of  delicate  pain  on 
her  left  arm,  as  the  dolphin  that  had  seized  her 
dragged  her  down. 

She  fought,  of  course:  beat  at  it  with  her  free  hand; 
kicked  it;  pried  in  vain  at  its  jaws,  even  as  she  fought 
to  rise,  to  break  free  again  into  open  air. 

No  good. 
No  way  it  could  be.  The  beast  was  too  strong,  and 

short  of  cutting  off  her  arm  (or  having  it  bitten  off, 
which  her  captor  blessedly  seemed  disinclined  to 
do),  she  knew  that  unless  it  released  her  or  brought 
her  to  the  surface  in  short  order,  she  was  doomed. 

325 



326  Tom  Deitz 

Nor  was  it  showing  sign  of  doing  either.  Rather  it 
continued  to  dive,  and  it  came  to  her  that  even  if 
she  did  escape,  it  would  take  every  ounce  of  energy 
she  possessed  to  regain  the  surface,  and  that  it  was 
stupid  to  waste  her  rapidly  diminishing  store  of  that 
and  oxygen  in  resistance. 

There  was  always  a  chance,  after  all,  that  the  dol- 
phin would  tire  of  this  odd  game  and  let  go. 

But  that  would  be  too  simple.  More  to  the  point, 
it  would  be  logical — based  on  the  norms  of  dolphin 

behavior.  Except  this  one  hadn't  acted  normal  to 
start  with.  Nor,  come  to  it,  had  any  of  the  cetaceans 

she'd  encountered  in  the  last  two-plus  days.  Not  this 
lad;  not  the  too-coordinated  attack  by  its  fellows  that 
had  routed  the  orcas;  nor  the  orcas  themselves,  that 

had  seemed  determined  to  see  her  and  'Bird 
drowned,  not  eaten;  and  bloody  well  not  whatever 
those  things  had  been  back  at  the  Dead  Marina. 

Were-orcas,  'Bird  had  said.  Why — now  that  it  was 
too  late — did  she  truly  believe  him? 

Oh  well,  belief  was  very  like  forgiveness,  and  since 
she  was  going  to  die  anyway,  she  supposed  forgiving 
someone  was  an  appropriate  final  gesture.  Except, 

of  course,  that  it  would  do  'Bird  no  good — nor  her, not  this  side  of  heaven. 
Heaven  .  .  . 

The  place  people  went  when  they  died  .  .  . 
She  was  going  to  die  .  .  . 
In  fact,  she  realized,  with  grim  mental  chuckle, 

she  was  going  to  die  for  the  second  time  in  two 
days — which  meant  she  ought  to  be  pretty  good  at 
it.  Only  this  time  would  be  for  real.  Stress  and  adren- 

aline and  who  knew  what  else  might  step  in  and  save 

her  once,  but  she  no  longer  had  high-tech  hardware 
wired  into  her  neck  to  send  fail-safe  messages  to  her 
brain. 
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Nope,  she  was  going  to  die,  and  when  she  did,  she 
would  stay  that  way. 

She  wondered  what  that  would  be  like. 
Not  that  different  from  the  present  situation,  she 

imagined,  no  big  change  from  neutral-temperature 
dark. 

Except  that  her  lungs  wouldn't  hurt  anymore; 
nothing  would  be  poking  sharp  teeth  into  her  biceps; 
and  all  this  magic  BS  would  no  longer  be  giving  her 

grief. 
The  transition  was  what  she  dreaded:  not  the  fact 

itself — she  had  never  feared  that — but  passing 
through  the  door. 

Nor  could  it  be  far  off.  The  pressure  in  her  lungs 
had  been  increasing  by  the  second,  and  she  wanted 
desperately  to  breathe;  but  now  other  effects  were 
amassing.  Her  eyes  hurt,  her  pulse  was  pounding  in 

her  ears  like  the  drums  she'd  heard  at  the  Medicine 
Wheel  some  hours  back.  And  of  course  there  were 

still  those  damned  teeth,  holding  her  firmly,  not  in- 
juring her,  but  absolutely  not  letting  go. 

And  now  the  dolphin  had  shifted  and,  as  best  she 
could  tell,  was  swimming  almost  straight  down. 

Deeper .  .  . 
Deeper .  .  . 
It  was  really  dark  now:  ultimate  Stygian  absence 

of  even  the  ghost  of  filtered  moonlight.  Only  .  .  . 
lights  were  appearing!  She  first  thought  it  was  the 
effect  of  pressure  on  her  eyeballs,  then  noted  that 
the  patterns  were  far  too  regular  and  moved  in  a  too- 
familiar  pattern  that  could  only  be  the  result  of  bio- 
luminescence  in  some  sea  creature  that  had 
happened  by. 

But  if  she  was  seeing  those  kinds  of  things,  she  was 
very  deep  indeed. 

Too  deep  to  go  without  a  suit. 
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Too  deep  to  go  without  elaborate  breathing  gear. 
How  deep  was  she,  anyway? 

And  why  wasn't  she  dead? 
Or  perhaps  she  was,  and  simply  hadn't  noticed  the alteration. 

But  that  was  preposterous!  If  she  were  dead,  her 

lungs  wouldn't  hurt  so  .  .  .  Only  she  wished  she 
hadn't  remembered  that,  because  thinking  about 
them  only  made  them  worse,  and  reminded  her 
more  than  ever  of  how  desperate  for  air  she  was. 

The  on-hand  supply  was  lasting  remarkably  well, 
however,  very  well  indeed.  Like  how  long  had  it 
been,  anyway?  A  minute?  Two?  Three?  She  had  no 
idea. 

She  only  knew  she  really  wanted  to  breathe  .  .  . 
Deeper  .  .  . 
More  pressure  .  .  . 
More  pain  .  .  . 
And  then  she  could  resist  no  longer.  Everyone 

who  loves  me,  forgive  me!  she  cried  soundlessly — 
and  exhaled. 

At  exactly  that  same  moment,  the  dolphin  re- 
leased her  arm. 

Water  beat  at  her  nostrils,  at  her  mouth — yet  did 
not  go  in.  Something  kept  it  out,  by  which  she  as- 

sumed that  perhaps  there'd  been  more  air  in  her 
lungs  than  she'd  assumed. 

And  then  everything  changed  .  .  . 
She  could  not  describe  the  sensation,  save  that  it 

was  as  if  every  cell  in  her  body  suddenly  .  .  .  turned 
over.  There  was  no  pain,  though  a  definite  flare  of 
warmth  surged  through  her,  flowing  from  deep  in  her 
brain  to  her  spine,  and  thence  to  her  heart  and 

lungs,  and  eventually  to  all  other  organs,  her  mus- 
cles, and  finally  her  bones  and  skin. 

When  it  passed,  her  heart  beat  steadily — at  a 
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slower,  yet  more  persistent  rate;  and  her  lungs — 

Well,  deep  as  she  was,  and  as  long  as  she'd  been 
under,  they  somehow  still  held  air.  Only  now  they 
knew  how  to  process  it  more  efficiently,  store  it 

more  securely,  and  release  it  at  a  slower  rate — while 
her  body  knew  how  to  use  it  to  maximum  effect  and 
shut  down  irrelevant  systems  at  need. 

In  fact — as  an  unseen  grin  broke  out  on  her  face, 
there  in  the  deep-sea  dark — she  felt  goodl 

Death  had  once  more  been  defeated.  She  would 

never  fear  it  again,  not  in  the  depths  of  the  sea.  For 
the  sea  had  taken  her,  and  in  some  strange  way 
made  her  its  own. 

And  then,  from  pure  joy,  she  was  swimming — div- 
ing down  and  rising  up,  swishing  to  the  left  then 

swinging  gracefully  to  the  right;  feeling  the  currents; 
tasting  the  life  thereabouts  by  its  signature  in  the 
water;  knowing  exactly  how  much  to  move  which 
limb  which  way  to  achieve  the  desired  effect,  as  a 
thousand  years  in  skinsuits,  scuba  gear,  or  artificial 
gills  could  never  have  accomplished. 

She  did  not  ponder  the  how  of  this  miracle;  she 

dared  not;  did  not  let  her  scientist-self  drag  out  the 
rules  and  reference  books  and  tell  her  such  a  thing 
could  not  be:  that  a  human  could  swim  like  a  dol- 

phin. Or — and  that  new  heart  skipped  one  of  those 
amazing  beats  when  she  realized  this — a  seall 

Perhaps  Kevin  had  been  right.  Perhaps  were-seals 
truly  existed — selkies,  whatever  one  wanted  to  call 
them.  Perhaps,  in  fact,  she  was  a  selkie!  Perhaps  that 
was  what  that  dream  had  meant:  the  one  with  her 
mother  and  that  odd  boy  she  had  made  love  with, 
the  one  who  had  turned  into  a  seal.  Gould  that  truly 
have  happened?  And  if  so,  did  that  mean  that  she, 
Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  was  the  child  of  a  woman 
and  a  were-seal? 
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It  could  well  mean  that  very  thing,  came  words 
into  her  brain. 

She  started  at  that,  paused  in  mid-twirl.  Yet  it  did 
not  seem  that  remarkable  that  words  should  form 

that  way.  Too,  she  was  suddenly  aware  of  other 
presences  nearby,  presences  her  size  and  larger. 
Who  .  .  .  ?  she  thought  at  them. 

You  called  me  Katana,  one  replied. 
You  called  me  Bokken,  came  the  subtly  different 

thoughts  of  the  other.  And  we  thought  those  names 
a  pleasant  irony,  for  though  we  were  named  for 
weapons,  it  is  we  who  made  a  weapon  out  of  you! 

A  weapon  .  .  .  ? 
Not  now,  the  thought  that  was  Katana  broke  in. 

There  are  other  things  she  should  know  first — and 
others  who  should  tell  them. 

True,  Bokken  replied.  I  forget  myself  And  the  first 
thing  you  have  to  know,  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith, 
is  that  you  had  to  die  once  so  that  your  body  could 
awaken  and  make  the  Change;  and  you  had  to  die 
again  for  the  Change  to  manifest. 
And  now,  Katana  interrupted  with  the  eagerness 

of  an  excited  teenage  boy,  you  should  take  up  the 
birthright  that  is  yours. 
My  mother .  .  .  ? 
Was  a  lady  on  the  earth. 
And  my  father .  .  .  ? 
Katana  laughed  in  that  wonderful  unheard  lan- 

guage. As  an  ancient  song  of  your  people  says,  he 
was  a  selkie  on  the  sea. 

I've  heard  that  song!  Carolyn  cried. 
And  then  she  too  felt  like  singing. 



Chapter  XXVIII: 
Dead  or  Alive 
(Aztlan  Free  Zone) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — after  midnight) 

All  Kevin  heard  for  one  long  breath  after  that  sin- 
gle muffled  blat  of  gunfire  was  silence. 

No  screams  or  shrieks  or  agonized  wailing 
screeches. 

Nothing. 

They'd  finally  shot  that  poor  dolphin. 
There'd  be  no  more  heartrending  cries  now,  no 

more  psychic  backwash  jerking  him  out  of  his  head 
to  share  that  torture  vicariously.  No  more  of  what- 

ever telepathic  overload  had  lashed  out  from  the 
room  beyond  the  metal  door  to  slay  the  selkie  beside 
him. 

No  more  of  those  impossibilities  that  had  him 
straining  so  hard  against  his  bonds  that  his  wrists 
and  ankles  were  rasped  raw  where  they  rubbed 
against  the  leather. 

.  .  .  leather  .  .  . 
Leather  bound  him ! 
What  was  leather? 
Skin. 

And  what  was  it  his  captors  so  admired  in  him? 
His  skin! 
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Abruptly,  he  was  thrashing  like  a  madman. 
It  was  too  much!  He  had  to  escape,  had  to  elude 

these  crazies  the  dead  selkie  on  the  adjoining  table 
had  said  were  some  sort  of  militant  were-orcas  bent 
on  infiltrating  human  and  dolphin  kind  via  perma- 

nently purloined  hides. 
Hides  they  had  worn  in  quest  of  Gary. 
Cary  .  .  . 
He  had  to  save  Gary! 
Blat! 

A  second  shot  made  him  freeze,  for  it  had  rico- 
cheted off  the  door.  Shouts  followed:  his  own  spon- 

taneous cry,  and  some  not  nearly  so  human:  those 
same  odd-registered  vocalics  his  captors  uttered — 

And  the  cold  tinkle  of  glass  breaking,  the  staccato 
scrape-slap  of  stumbling  footsteps,  the  thump  of 
heavy  bodies  flopping  about  and  colliding  with  ob- 

jects that  clanked  and  rang  and  jangled — 
Another  shot.  A  dull,  flat  thud.  A  thin,  metallic 

clatter. 
And  then,  in  quick  succession,  two  more  reports. 

Kevin's  heart  leapt  to  his  throat  when  he  heard 
those  last.  Obviously,  even  flayed  alive,  the  dolphin 
was  proving  remarkably  fond  of  its  life.  Why  else 
would  the  unfortunate  beast  require  five  bullets  to 
end  its  misery? 

And  when  would  his  begin? 
He  struggled  harder. 
Uselessly. 

The  straps  that  clamped  him  to  what  now  re- 
minded him  far  too  much  of  a  necropsy  table  would 

have  stymied  someone  twice  his  strength;  and  his 
fine-boned  sixty-eight  kilos  were  no  match  for  the 
loosest.  All  his  frantic  twists  accomplished  was  more 
damage  to  his  wrists  and  ankles,  and  straining  a 
cramp  into  his  left  calf  that  made  him  gasp  and  grit 
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his  teeth  to  keep  from  yelling.  He  flexed  his  heel 

downward  slowly,  experimentally — 
Whereupon  the  door  beyond  that  foot  flew  open — 

to  reveal  the  black-haired,  wild-eyed,  blood- 
besplattered  figure  of  what  looked  a  very  great  deal 
like  a  supremely  pissed-off  Native  American  bracing 
a  large-caliber  automatic  pistol  in  hard,  sinewy 
hands. 

The  man  instantly  flattened  against  the  doorjamb, 
arms  outstretched  as,  with  one  smooth  arc,  he  cov- 

ered all  four  walls  with  the  weapon,  lowering  it  only 
when  (so  Kevin  presumed)  he  found  it  empty  of 
threat  and  with  no  exits  save  that  he  blocked. 

They  faced  each  other  long  enough  for  Kevin  to 
note  that  the  guy  was  rangily  built  but  not  much 
taller  than  he — 1.8  max — wore  baggy  black  jeans 
beneath  a  long  fringed  serape,  was  reasonably  hand- 

some in  a  perky  kind  of  way,  and  had  shoulder- 
length  hair  gathered  back  in  a  tail.  Kevin  guessed  he 
was  twenty-six.  And  fully  human. 

"They're  dead,"  the  man  panted,  stuffing  the  pistol 
into  his  belt  even  as  he  darted  forward  to  tug  at  the 

straps  around  Kevin's  ankles.  "But  we've  gotta  get 
outta  here  fast." 

"Do  my  hands,  and  I'll  help,"  Kevin  shot  back  as 
his  left  foot  came  free — which  promptly  sent  prick- 

les of  pain  shooting  up  that  limb  as  circulation  re- 
turned. 

"Got  it,"  the  man  acknowledged,  shifting  to  Kev- 
in's right  arm — where  he  froze,  eyes  fixed  on  the 

motionless  selkie  beyond  him. 

Kevin  followed  his  gaze.  "Dead,"  he  affirmed 
numbly,  as  his  rescuer  gave  up  on  buckles  and 

tongues  and  attacked  Kevin's  bonds  with  a  bowie 
knife.  "Died,  not  killed  directly." 

"Human?"  the  man  wondered — and  it  did  not  im- 
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mediately  occur  to  Kevin  that  that  was  not  a  typical 
question.  Unless  this  Indian-guy  shared  at  least  part 
of  the  secret. 

"More  than  some  folks,"  Kevin  hedged. 
"You  got  a  name,  white  boy?"  the  Indian  contin- 

ued, with  a  hard-edged  grin,  as  he  moved  to  Kevin's 
other  arm,  leaving  Kevin  to  fumble  one-handed  with 

the  strap  around  his  forehead.  "I'm  Stormcloud 
Nez — Stormy  for  short — and  I'd  as  soon  not  spend 

all  night  saying  'Hey  You.'  " 
"Kevin." 

"We'll  shake  later,  if  you  don't  mind" — as  Kevin's other  arm  came  free. 

"I'll  take  care  of  the  rest,"  Kevin  told  him.  "What 
the  hell  was  goin'  on  out  there?" 

Stormy  was  already  rummaging  through  the  piles 

of  clothing  on  the  sofa.  "Nothing  pretty,"  he  grunted 
absently.  "You  prob'ly  heard  it  in  here;  it  looked 
even  worse  than  it  sounded." 

"It  sounded  like  .  .  .  the  worst  thing  in  the  world," 
Kevin  replied.  He  jerked  the  last  strap  free  and  slid 
his  legs  off  the  table. 

— And  crumpled  onto  all  fours,  the  right  knee  un- 

able to  support  him.  "Leg's  asleep,"  he  chuckled  edg- 
ily,  massaging  the  limb  as  Stormy  spun  around  to 

scowl  at  him.  "Sorry." 
"We  need  to  get  outta  here  quick  as  we  can," 

Stormy  urged.  "Uh — you  are  okay,  aren't  you?  No 
lasting  damage?" 

"Nothin'  a  week  at  a  spa  wouldn't  cure,"  Kevin 
managed  between  breaths,  dragging  himself  up  by 
bracing  against  the  table.  An  instant  later  he  could 
stand  shakily  on  his  own  feet.  Stormy  thrust  him  a 
wad  of  fabric,  dark  and  stained.  Kevin  untangled  a 
pair  of  jeans  from  the  muddle  and  tugged  them  on, 
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along  with  a  ragged  serape.  The  rest  he  discarded, 
as  he  staggered  toward  the  exit. 

Stormy,  who  had  paused  to  ransack  the  rack  of 
firearms  to  the  left  of  the  door,  reined  him  back  with 

a  hand  on  his  biceps.  "It  really  is  not  pretty  in 
there — just  thought  I  oughta  warn  you!" 

Kevin  set  his  jaw,  as  Stormy — with  pockets  bulged 
by  ammo  and  exotic  hardware,  and  an  Uzi  assault 
rifle  slung  across  his  shoulders  to  complement  the 

automatic  he'd  been  lugging — stuffed  a  small,  expen- 
sive-looking pistol  into  Kevin's  hand,  eased  in  front 

of  him,  and  slipped  into  the  outer  room. 

But  even  with  Stormy's  warning,  Kevin  was  not 
prepared  for  what  met  him  when  he  entered  that 
place. 

His  first  impression  was  blood  everywhere:  splat- 
tering the  dingy  walls  like  abstract  paintings,  pooling 

on  the  concrete  floor  from  where  an  honest-to-God 
bucket  of  the  stuff  had  been  spilled,  specked  and 
dribbled  over  the  sparse  furniture,  even  dripping 
from  the  ceiling. 

And  the  bodies  .  .  . 

His  captors  sprawled  upon  the  floor:  all  three  he 
had  seen  here.  One  with  a  hole  in  his/her  head  ex- 

actly between  the  eyes  (which  wound  had  expand- 
ed past  fist-size  where  the  bullet  had  exited);  one — 

the  leader — with  the  same  ornamentation  on  his 
temples,  away  from  which  flesh  was  splitting  as 
something  thrust  against  it  from  beneath.  And  the 
third — the  one  who  had  brained  Kevin  in  the  first 

place — with  an  oval  opening  in  his  left  carotid  just 
aft  of  his  jaw,  from  which  rich  red  liquid  pulsed  and 
gurgled  over  skin  that  was  likewise  sloughing  loose 
to  reveal  something  much  darker.  By  the  angle  of  his 
leg,  it  was  he  who  had  upset  the  bucket  of  blood. 

— The  blood  that  had  obviously  been  salvaged 
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from  what  still  twitched  weakly  on  a  necropsy  table 
in  the  center  of  the  room. 

Kevin  gagged  when  he  saw  it.  And  though  his 
imagination — and  ears — had  prepared  him  in  some- 

wise for  what  lay  there,  nothing  could  truly  set  the 
stage  for  such  horror. 

Blessedly,  most  of  what  registered  was  simply  a 
torpedo-shaped  mass  of  red  that  resembled  an  ac- 

cident at  a  slaughterhouse,  all  two-odd  meters  awash 
with  oozing  redness  that  obscured  detail.  The  poor 
beast  lay  on  its  belly,  one  eye  miraculously  free  of 
gore,  but  dilated  like  mad  and  wildly  staring.  A  pitiful 

hiss-gurgle  came  from  the  dark  pit  of  its  blowhole, 
sounding  more  labored  by  the  instant. 

Yet  it  still  lived!  It  had  survived  blood  loss,  linger- 
ing lung  collapse,  and  shock;  and  Kevin  could  only 

marvel  at  the  constitution  that  could  sustain  life  so 

long  under  such  conditions. 
And  then  that  unlidded  eye  swiveled  around  to 

gaze  accusingly  up  at  him,  and  he  had  to  whirl  away, 
gorge  rising. 

Unfortunately,  when  he  spun,  he  came  face-to- 
face  with  the  room's  final  horror. 

It  was  a  tank  like  the  one  in  his  prison,  filled  with 

what  he  supposed  was  salt  water — save  that  the  liq- 
uid was  reddening  rapidly,  and  within  it  clumped  a 

gray-white-pink  mass  that  could  only  be  the  dol- 

phin's hide. 
"Gross!"  Kevin  gulped — and  vomited  copiously 

onto  the  reeking  mess  on  the  floor.  When  his  stom- 
ach showed  no  sign  of  aftertremors,  he  turned 

weakly  to  face  his  grim-eyed  savior.  "Kill  it,"  he 
choked.  "Kill  the  poor  ruined  thing." 

Stormy's  jaw  hardened  in  disgust.  "I  thought  I 
had!"  Whereupon  he  pressed  the  pistol  to  the  dol- 
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phin's  head  just  above  the  eye  and  pulled  the  trigger twice. 

The  eye  dimmed.  Kevin  looked  away.  Saw  bodies 
again.  In  that  brief  time,  more  skin  had  split  away 
from  the  wounds.  Kevin  stared  at  the  gun  in  his 

hand — and  dropped  it.  It  clattered  on  the  tiles.  "Peo- 
ple .  .  .  you  killed  ..." 

"They're  not  human!"  Stormy  spat.  "You  got  that? 
Not  human!" 

"But ..." 

"You  know  what  they  are,  man;  you  have  to!  I  had 
to  kill  'em  or  they'd  change  into  something  neither 
of  us  could  deal  with!" 

"Let's  get  the  fuck  outta  here,  okay?11  Stormy  grit- 
ted, as  he  made  his  way  toward  what  Kevin  assumed 

by  its  more  ornate  texture  and  finish,  and  by  the 

quality  of  the  darkness  visible  through  a  man-wide 
crack  beyond,  was  an  outside  door. 

But  just  as  the  Indian  touched  the  handle,  the  tin- 
kling crunch  of  glass  being  crushed  made  Kevin 

glance  around,  once  more  on  guard. 
It  was  the  selkie — the  lately  dead  selkie — some- 

how free  of  its  bonds  and  risen,  to  lean  shakily 
against  the  doorjamb  between  the  rooms.  Red  weals, 
some  of  them  leaking  blood,  disfigured  his  wrists  and 
ankles,  forehead,  neck,  and  thighs:  evidence  of 
straps  that  had  not  been  unlatched,  but  snapped  by 
force  of  limb. 

"Take  the  skin,"  the  selkie  gasped  hoarsely,  his 
voice  scarcely  more  than  a  whisper.  "The  dolphin 
told  me  to  tell  you  to  take  its  skin — to  give  it  to  The- 
One-Who-Is-The-Way.  It  called  me  back  from  death 

to  tell  you  this.  I—" 
But  he  spoke  no  more;  simply  folded  his  arms 

around  himself  and  crumpled  to  the  floor. 
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"What  the — ?"  Stormy  growled,  his  gaze  shifting 
from  the  dead  selkie,  past  Kevin,  to  the  bloody  mass 
in  the  tank. 

Kevin  was  likewise  staring,  aware  on  one  level  that 
he  was  on  the  verge  of  shock.  Yet  from  somewhere 
he  found  sufficient  presence  of  mind — and  will- 

power to  sustain  it — to  reach  into  the  tank  and,  after 
one  false  start  when  his  fingers  brushed  a  too-warm 
stickiness  and  recoiled,  drag  out  the  heavy  sprawl  of 
dolphin  skin. 

He  stared  at  it  dumbly,  where  it  slumped  across 
his  arms  like  a  vast  sodden  gray-red  blanket,  uncer- 

tain even  now  whether  he  could  stand  prolonged 
contact  without  losing  his  gorge  again.  His  senses 

spun,  darkness  hovered  near.  He  felt  perilously  light- 
headed. 

And  then  a  rough  grip  around  his  arm  dragged  him 
back  to  minimal  awareness  of  ongoing  reality. 

"We've  gotta  split,"  Stormy  hissed — and  with  that  he 
thrust  Kevin  from  the  scene  of  all  that  preposterous 

carnage  and  into  what  proved  to  be  a  hallway  out- 
side. His  companion  promptly  produced  a  pocket 

flashlight,  and  by  that  long  clear  beam,  Kevin  deter- 
mined that  they  stood  in  what  looked  like  a  service 

corridor  in  a  hotel — possibly,  given  the  damp  and 
the  sound  of  the  sea  nearby,  one  of  those  derelict 
jobs  along  the  southern  coast  Carolyn  had  pointed 
out  to  him  on  the  drive  down  to  Sinsynsen:  the  place 
called  the  Dead  Marina. 

A  line  of  bloody  footprints  in  two  sizes  led  right, 
toward  a  flight  of  stairs  twenty  meters  distant. 

"Stormy  .  .  .  ?"  he  prompted  uncertainly,  inclining 
his  head  that  way. 

"Two  other  folks:  the  ones  doing  the  actual  cut- 
ting. When  I  shot  those  .  .  .  things  in  there,  these 

others  just  turned  off,  just  went  blank,  like  those 
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were-orca  dudes  had  been  controlling  'em  and  let  go 
when  they  died.  One  started  crying  like  a  kid.  The 

other  was  a — what's  the  word? — microcephalic 
woman.  She  just  stood  staring  'til  that  other  guy  got 
hold  of  her.  I  told  'em  to  wait,  but ..." 

"We'll  look  for  'em,"  Kevin  concluded,  then 

paused,  worried.  "What  about — ?" 
Stormy  flashed  him  a  dead-eyed  grin.  "I  don't 

think  anybody  needs  to  find  that  stuff  in  there,  do 

you?  Hang  on  to  yourself,"  he  added.  "This  could  be 

abig'un!" Whereupon  he  took  aim  at  a  range  of  red  metal 

cans  ranked  along  the  wall  inside  the  door — and 
fired.  Kevin  had  barely  time  to  realize  that  they  were 
the  sort  of  containers  used  to  store  methanol,  which 

fueled  most  vehicles  nowadays — before  the  cylin- 
ders, the  wall,  and  both  rooms  beyond  erupted  into 

flame. 

Heat  smashed  into  Kevin  like  a  solid  thing,  drying 
him  in  an  instant  and  crisping  away  his  eyebrows. 

"There's  a  boat  outside,"  Stormy  explained,  as  he 
backed  away,  his  face  a  devil  mask  of  reflected  fire. 

"I  think  they  used  that  stuff  to  fuel  it.  That's  proba- 
bly how  they  brought  the  dolphin  here." 

Kevin  could  only  stand  stupidly  and  watch  the 
door  become  the  gates  of  a  white  hot  hell — until 
Stormy  grabbed  him  by  the  shoulders  and  propelled 

him  toward  the  stairs.  "I  have  no  idea  how  far  that'll 

spread,"  he  panted,  as  they  made  their  way  to  the 
upper  landing,  two  treads  at  a  time.  "But  I  intend  to 
be  as  far  away  as  possible." 

"Murder,"  Kevin  muttered  numbly,  as  he  climbed. 
"Murder  has  been  done." 

Stormy  stumbled  to  a  stop  and  spun  around  to 

face  him.  "Not  murder,"  he  snapped.  "Get  that 
through  your  head,  okay?  Those  things  back  there 
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absolutely  were  not  human.  They're — I  dunno — 
some  kind  of  magical  shape-changing  monsters." 

Kevin  simply  gaped  dully.  Chills  danced  reels  on 
his  torso. 

"And  even  if  they  were  men,"  Stormy  added  sav- 
agely, "anybody  that'd  skin  a  fellow  being  alive  de- 

serves to  die." 
Kevin  started  to  counter  with  something  about 

that  being  a  damned  cold-blooded  remark,  then 

caught  the  edge  of  hysteria  in  his  companion's  voice, 
the  tremble  in  his  shoulders,  the  glitter  of  scarce- 
suppressed  tears  in  his  dark  brown  eyes. 

And  then  Stormy  pushed  Kevin  through  a  door  at 
the  top  of  the  stairs  and  into  what  was  indeed,  by 
the  cobwebbed  signs,  the  lobby  of  a  defunct  Hilton. 

The  line  of  bloody  footprints  they'd  been  following 
had  faded  to  tracery  now,  but  could  still  barely  be 
discerned,  angling  toward  a  break  in  the  wall  beside 
the  boarded-up  main  entrance.  Kevin  and  Stormy 
paced  them. 
An  instant  later,  they  were  pelting  down  the 

moonlit  Promenade.  There  was  no  sign  of  the  were- 

orcas'  human  accomplices,  though  Kevin  thought  he 
saw  a  few  spots  of  blood  continuing  north  into  the 
maze  of  canals  and  derelict  buildings.  They  were 
safe,  then;  those  poor  folks  were.  And  so  was  he! 

Suddenly  he  could  not  get  enough  of  warm  fresh 
air,  nor  of  open  spaces,  nor  the  near-full  moon,  nor 
the  spangled  stars  of  tropical  skies.  But  he  had  to 
keep  up  with  his  companion,  so  for  the  next  few 
minutes  he  focused  on  running,  on  keeping  pace 
with  the  fleet-footed  Stormcloud  Nez,  as  they 
threaded  a  network  of  alleys  that  tended  south  and 
west. 

Not  until  they  had  reached  a  hurricane  fence  at 
the  western  border  of  the  Dead  Marina  did  Stormy 
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slow  again — and  then  only  to  duck  around  an  un- 
obtrusive kink  in  the  barrier,  where  it  paralleled  the 

base  of  a  steep  grassy  bank.  Kevin  followed,  and,  en- 
cumbered as  he  was  with  the  sloppy  mass  of  the  dol- 

phin skin,  had  to  use  hands  as  well  as  feet  to 
scramble  up  the  slope. 

He  gasped  out  his  relief  when  he  found  himself  on 
the  edge  of  a  mostly  empty  parking  lot,  erratically 
lit.  Beyond  it,  a  thread  of  freeway  shimmered,  and 

beyond  that  lay  the  faceted  topaz  jewel  of  the  Min- 
istry of  Transportation.  Behind  sprawled  a  dark  jum- 

ble of  shattered  buildings  threaded  by  waterways, 
with  past  them,  the  sea.  He  scanned  the  area  warily, 
alert  for  signs  of  fire. 

He  saw  none,  and  then  Stormy  slapped  him  on  the 
back  and  pointed  toward  a  low-slung  electric  Chrys- 

ler sedan,  on  the  side  of  which,  when  Kevin  stag- 
gered close  enough  to  decipher  it,  was  emblazoned 

some  sort  of  Native  American  symbol. 

"Mine's  .  .  .  occupied,"  Stormy  explained,  as  he 
popped  the  deck  lid  and  indicated  that  Kevin  should 

store  the  skin  there.  "I  appropriated  this  one." 
Kevin  regarded  him  dubiously,  but  unloaded  his 

gruesome  burden  into  the  compact  trunk. 
Stormy  frowned  back,  inserted  a  card  into  the 

door,  and  climbed  into  the  driver's  seat.  "Let's 
see" — as  Kevin  slid  in  the  other  side — "that'd  be 
breaking  and  entering,  grand  theft  auto,  entrance  to 
a  restricted  zone,  curfew  violation,  possession  of  an 
unauthorized  weapon,  possession  of  a  weapon  off 
duty,  arson,  and  either  cruelty  to  animals,  hunting 

without  a  license,  or  murder-one."  He  sounded  un- 
nervingly  giddy. 

Kevin  rolled  his  eyes. 

"You  better  be  worth  it,  son!" 
"But .  .  .  how'd  you  find  me?"  Kevin  stammered, 
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as  the  car  whirred  to  life  and  Stormy  swished  it  out 

of  the  parking  lot.  "And  .  .  .  where're  we  going  any- 

way?" "To  look  for  your  sister — or  whoever  that  was 
you  Ye  staying  with — I  hope,"  Stormy  replied  in  re- 

sponse to  the  latter.  He  sounded  marginally  more  in 
control,  though  he  seemed  to  be  having  to  work  at 

it.  Kevin  didn't  blame  him.  "As  for  the  other," 
Stormy  went  on,  "basically,  it  started  when  I  saw 
these  two  guys  shadowing  my  friend  'Bird  ..." 
And  for  the  next  several  minutes  Stormy  gave 

Kevin  a  brief  account  of  'Bird's  discovery  of  the  flay- 
ing-in-progress,  and  particularly  of  what  he  and  'Bird 
had  witnessed  at  the  Dead  Marina  earlier  that  eve- 

ning, adding  that  'Bird  had  decided  someone  named 
Carolyn  was  in  danger  and  had  gone  to  warn  her — 

and  that  hopefully  (upon  Kevin's  informing  him  that 
Carolyn  was  his  sister  and  had  not  been  home  when 

the  were-orcas  ransacked  her  place),  'Bird  had  man- 
aged to  get  her  to  safety. 

"As  for  me,"  he  continued,  "basically  I  saw  that 
the  guy  I'd  shot — the  one  that  hadn't  shifted  shape 
and  escaped — was  just  bleeding  too  bad  for  me  to 

handle.  But  I  didn't  want  anybody  asking  what  a  se- 
curity type  like  me  was  doing  in  a  restricted  zone, 

so  when  it  became  obvious  that  the  poor  guy  didn't 
know  shit  when  he  wasn't  being  controlled  by  those 
orca-things,  I  just  lugged  him  down  to  the  closed 
AFZoRTA  station  back  in  the  Marina,  called  in  an 
anonymous  ambulance  tip,  and  hid  out  till  the  white 
coats  showed. 

"And  as  soon  as  they  left,"  he  concluded,  "I  tried 
to  get  hold  of  'Bird — who's  got  my  Jeep.  Well,  natu- 

rally I  couldn't  reach  him — and  he  couldn't  call  me 
'cause  I  had  to  turn  my  phone  off  in  case  the  cops 
were  backtracking  the  AFZoRTA  tip.  And  while  I 
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thought  he  might  come  back  here,  and  had  left  a 

note  just  in  case,  I  didn't  want  to  sit  on  a  run-down 
boardwalk  all  night — not  with  those  were-orca 
things  lurking  around.  So  I  hopped  on  good  old 
AFZoRTA  and  rode  back  to  his  place — which  was 
empty — then  on  to  mine,  where  I  happened  on  this 
little  item  from  the  Dineh  Motor  Pool.  And  since 

'Bird  had  gone  looking  for  your  sis  and  had  told  me 
her  address,  I  figured  I  better  check  there,  it  being 
his  last  stated  destination.  And  guess  who  I  found 
instead?  More  to  the  point,  guess  who  I  found  being 

hustled  into  a  car  by  some  suspicious  types?  I  fol- 
lowed, of  course — as  far  as  I  could.  Trouble  was, 

those  suckers  took  a  turn  that  I  missed,  and  by  the 
time  I  doubled  back,  they  were  all  gone  but  their 

taillights.  Lucky  for  you,  I'm  hell  on  wheels  at  track- 
ing, so  I  trailed  'em,  and — " 

"But  what  took  you  so  long?"  Kevin  broke  in,  as 
Stormy  eased  the  car  onto  Scheie  Avenue. 

"Mostly  finding  exactly  where  they  had  you," 
Stormy  replied.  "That,  and  finding  a  safe  way  in  and 
out.  And  then  .  .  .  Well,  even  after  I  found  'em  and 
saw  what  they  were  doing — spying  through  the  vent 
grille,  as  it  happens — it  took  a  while  to  sort  out  who 
the  good  guys  were.  Obviously  the  little  woman 

didn't  have  the  chips  to  skin  a  live  dolphin  without 
someone  else's  programming,  nor  did  the  guy  with 
her;  and  fortunately  our  were-orca  friends  have  a 

certain  look  to  'em  that's  easy  to  spot  when  you've 
seen  a  few — their  hands  move  all  the  time,  for  one 
thing.  But  even  so,  it  took  a  while  to  psyche  myself 
up  to  commit  what  a  little  bit  of  me  does  think 

might've  been  cold-blooded  murder.  Thank  God  for 
diplomatic  immunity  ...  I  hope!" 

Kevin  shifted  in  his  seat.  "So,  where  to  now?" 
A  shrug.  "Well,  first  we  oughta  call  'Bird's  place.  I 
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mean,  that's  where  I'd  take  your  sister  if  I  was  him, 
since  he  probably  thought  everything  was  level  with 

me.  'Course  he  wasn't  there  earlier  ..." 

"But  you  think  Gary's  with  him?" 
Stormy  crossed  his  ringers  on  the  steering  wheel. 

"I  hope  so  for  both  their  sakes.  In  fact,  we  could  also 
call  her.  She  got  a  body  phone?" 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  "Can't  wear  'em  'cause  of 

her  job.  What  about  your  bud?" 
"His  was,  shall  we  say,  forcibly  disconnected. 

Which  means  I  call  'Bird's  place  first;  if  no  answer, 
then  I  call  my  car;  and  if  that  fails,  we  go  by  'Bird's 
place  again.  And  if  that  doesn't  work,  we  cruise  his 
haunts — and  hope  the  son  of  a  bitch  gets  hold  of 

me!" 



Chapter  XXIX: 
Shore  Leave 
(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — well  after  midnight) 

'Bird's  lungs  were  bursting — and  still  he  dived.  Still 
forced  himself  deeper  into  womb-warm  darkness  in 
which  he  could  see  nothing;  hear  nothing  save  the 
dull  labored  thud  of  his  heart,  the  rushing  roar  of 
blood  in  his  ears  that  grew  louder  the  longer  he  held 
his  breath;  taste  naught  but  salt  and  fishiness;  and 
smell  what  could  only  be  called  the  scent  of  the  sea. 

But  he  touched  nothing — not  so  much  as  a  flick 

of  a  fish's  fin  or  the  trailing  edge  of  a  dolphin's  fluke 
like  those  which  had  saved  Carolyn  and  him  scant 
moments  before. 

Saved  them  but  to  damn  them  again,  he  amended 
grimly,  as  false  lights  born  of  pressure  awoke  in  his 
eyes.  Saved  them  to  drag  Carolyn  down  and  not  relin- 

quish her.  Saved  them  to  abandon  him  to  despair,  in 
which  flickered  but  the  weakest  flame  of  desperate 
hope. 

And  then — though  he  had  touched  no  more  than 
the  instinctive  soul-numbing  terror  of  warm  dark 

wetness  full  of  hidden,  awesome  life — 'Bird  could  go 
no  farther.  His  lungs  felt  like  burning  bellows,  his 
heart  like  an  anvil  hammered  too  long  and  desper- 

345 
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ately;  his  head  throbbed  abominably  with  the  after- 
pulse  of  that  same  frantic  rhythm.  Never  mind  the 
cuts  and  bruises,  strains  and  abrasions  that  marked 
every  part  of  him  with  the  signs  of  the  careless  fool. 
And  so  he  turned,  and  for  the  third  time  in  as  many 
minutes,  rose. 

It  took  a  very  long  time — almost  too  long.  And  at 
the  end,  with  only  hope  left  to  sustain  him — that, 
and  blind  trust  that  whoever — whatever — had  been 
calling  the  shots  lately  would  not  let  him  die  in 
vain — he  kicked  one  final  time — 

— and  exploded  into  crisp,  clear  air. 
He  drank  it  down  like  wine. 

Light  stroked  his  shoulders  and  arms:  the  moon — 
gold,  an  invisible  fraction  less  than  full,  and  barely 
past  the  zenith  of  a  sky  whose  stars  it  had,  all  but 

the  brightest,  drowned.  The  waves  glittered;  the  py- 
lons along  the  beltway  shone  with  shattered  dia- 

monds hoarding  sunset's  long-vanished  light;  while 
the  low  faceted  shapes  beyond  were  gemstones:  me- 

tallic mirrors  by  day,  transfigured  now  into  frozen 
flames  of  topaz  and  tourmaline,  zircon,  sapphire, 
and  emerald.  The  desalinization  plant  was  a  sprawl- 

ing wonderland  of  self-lit  golden  pearls.  And  "Why?" 
up  the  coast  beyond  it,  a  softly  gleaming  sweep  of 
artfully  paralleled  lines  in  ultraviolet. 

Only  the  Dead  Marina  darkened  that  long  glitter- 
ing coast. 

The  Dead  Marina  .  .  . 
Dead  .  .  . 

Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  whom  he  had  worked  so 
hard  to  rescue  that  his  efforts  had  cost  her  life,  was 
dead. 

While  he,  Thunderbird  Devlin  O'Connor,  who  had 
proclaimed  his  own  doom  countless  times  while  he 

and  Carolyn  squatted  precariously  atop  an  aban- 
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doned  windboard  in  the  middle  of  the  Gulf  of  Mex- 

ico, with  orcas  taking  pot-bites  at  them — he, 
Thunderbird,  still  lived. 

Not  well,  he  admitted,  nor  likely  to  remain  that 

way  long  enough  to  make  landfall — not  in  waters 
that  had  lately  thronged  with  hostile  hyperintelli- 
gent  adolescent  orcas — but  alive. 

He  wondered  how  he'd  explain  all  this  if  he  did 
manage  to  make  it  ashore.  More  to  the  point,  he 

wondered  how  on  earth  he'd  set  the  record  straight 
with  Carolyn's  brother. 

Maybe  he  should  just  let  go  and  drown.  Yeah,  that'd 
certainly  save  a  shitload  of  trouble.  Then  someone 

else  could  worry  about  shape-shifting  orcas,  dolphins 
that  knew  how  to  dance,  dreams  of  fish  that  skinned 
men  (though  that  made  sense  now,  he  realized 
numbly),  and  a  dozen  other  improbable  mysteries. 

Unfortunately,  that  someone  would  surely  be 

Stormy.  And  'Bird  could  not  weight  his  best  friend 
with  so  much  grief. 

Besides,  knowing  Mr.  Cloud,  he'd  be  the  first  mor- tal to  haunt  the  dead! 

Abruptly,  something  bumped  'Bird's  shoulder 
where  he  bobbed  along  barely  treading  water,  there 
in  the  vast  black  ocean.  He  flinched,  yipped  into  the 
wave-dampened  silence,  even  as  he  spun  around, 

wishing  he  hadn't  lost  the  knife  and  wondering  when, 
amidst  all  the  recent  chaos,  it  had  gone  AWOL. 

But  it  was  only  a  fragment  of  fiberglass  foam:  the 

meter-long  remnant  of  the  shattered  windboard  he'd 
clutched  earlier.  He  snared  it  anyway,  having  dis- 

covered somewhere  in  the  dark  pit  of  despair  that 

did  duty  for  a  soul  that  he  simply  didn't  have  it  in him  to  dare  another  dive. 

Besides,  they'd  find  Carolyn  eventually — find  her 
body,  anyway.  Didn't  that  place  she  worked  have 
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both  north  and  south  bays  under  remote  surveil- 

lance? And  hadn't  she  said  something  about  sonar? 
Yeah,  they'd  find  her  soon  enough.  If — he  shuddered 
reflexively — there  was  anything  left  to  find. 

"I'm  still  gonna  die,"  he  informed  a  floating  mass  of 
seaweed,  as  a  wave  of  fatigue  washed  over  him  like 
one  of  those  shimmering  around  him.  Already  leth- 

argy made  his  limbs  seem  heavy  as  lead,  his  lungs  like 
weary  balloons  leaking  away  the  last  of  their  air. 

I'm  absolutely  gonna  die!  he  continued  to  himself. 
I'm  strainin'  blood  into  the  water  like  a  sieve.  If  the 
orcas  don't  come  back,  sharks  will.  And  I  can't 
count  on  dolphins  to  save  me  twice,  'cause  they 
worship  you,  Carolyn,  not  me. 

He  had  just  sense  enough  to  squirm  out  of  the 
sneakers  and  jeans  that  had  already  encumbered 
him  far  too  long,  before  he  flung  one  arm  across  the 
slab  of  foam,  closed  his  eyes,  and  resigned  himself 
to  drifting. 

Drifting  .  .  . 
Asleep,  or  unconscious,  he  neither  knew  nor 

cared.  The  single  certainty  was  that  a  warm,  heavy 
lethargy  had  claimed  him,  blurring  the  edge  of  his 
thoughts,  softening  his  instincts,  soothing  the  pains 
that  plagued  him  into  distant  throbs. 

Drifting  .  .  . 
Water  blood-warm  around  him.  Breeze  skin-cool 

about  his  face,  as  the  top  of  his  head  slowly  dried, 
and  salt  wove  crystals  in  his  hair. 

Drifting  .  .  . 
Drifting  .  .  . 
Gone .  .  . 

— Something  scraped  his  toes.  He  snapped  back 
to  groggy  awareness,  as  reflex  jerked  his  legs  upward. 
Fatigue  slid  them  down  again. 
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They  brushed  a  second  time,  but  now  he  had 
sense  enough  to  drag  open  salt-crusted  lids  and  note 
that  he  was  not  that  far  offshore. 

Which  shore,  he  had  no  idea — though  a  darkness 
loomed  to  the  right,  which  some  part  of  him  iden- 

tified with  north.  And  a  contrasting  brightness  span- 
gled the  southern  horizon,  some  of  it  sky  glow,  but 

much  of  it  true  electric  light. 
And  then  he  was  once  more  in  free  water — by 

which  he  concluded  he'd  just  floated  across  a  sub- 
merged sandbar.  Yet  that  simple  fact  gave  him  hope 

enough,  strength  enough,  will  enough,  to  set  him 
kicking,  thereby  hastening  his  progress  toward  land. 
And  this  time  when  his  feet  touched  bottom,  he 
shifted  his  weight  and,  with  considerable  effort, 
found  himself  walking. 

Wading,  rather,  through  waves  that  were  mostly 
gentle,  though  now  and  again  one  set  him  staggering 
sideways  or  curled  above  his  head,  as  if  striving  one 
last  time  to  claim  him.  He  ignored  them,  though  the 
effort  required  to  resist  the  undertow  sapped  his 
strength  relentlessly. 

Still,  every  step  freed  more  from  the  sea's  domin- 
ion— shoulders  first,  then  chest,  then  the  lower  arch 

of  his  ribs  .  .  . 

I'm  gonna  live!  he  told  himself  dully.  I'm  gonna 
goddamn  live! 

And  you're  gonna  have  some  explainin' to  do  too, 
another  aspect  added.  No  rest  for  the  weary  yet,  boy- 
o;  not  by  a  bloody  long  shot! 

His  belly  was  clear  now  ...  his  manhood,  his 
thighs  .  .  .  his  knees  .  .  . 

And  then  Thunderbird  Devlin  O'Connor  staggered 
out  of  the  Gulf  of  Mexico,  across  four  meters  of  hard 
wet  sand,  and  fell  into  the  warm  white  powder  of 
salvation. 
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Darkness  hovered  near.  The  susurration  of  the 
waves  was  a  soothing  lullaby. 

He  dozed. 

Maybe  he  dozed.  Certainly  an  amount  of  time 
passed.  Perhaps  it  was  a  wave  sliding  high  up  the 
beach  that  awoke  him  some  time  later. 

He  blinked,  shook  his  head,  rubbed  grit  from  his 
eyes  with  equally  abrasive  fists,  then  thought  better 
of  it.  He  made  to  slap  them  clean  on  his  jeans — and 
discovered  that  he  was  naked,  only  then  recalling 
how  he  had  traded  modesty  for  a  few  crucial  kilos  of 
buoyancy. 

Which  hardly  mattered — not  here  on  what  he  had 
tentatively  identified  as  El  Pais  Verde  between  Sin- 
synsen  and  Aztlan,  south  of  the  Dead  Marina. 

Which  meant .  .  . 
A  slow  scan  of  the  premises  showed  no  more  than 

the  expected  jungle,  so  he  set  off  up  the  strand,  using 
the  dregs  of  his  scant  new  store  of  energy  to  force 
each  step  along. 

Eventually  he  saw  it:  the  glistening  glassy  egg-on- 

oversized-wheels  that  was  Stormy's  Jeep.  That 
heartened  him,  though  he  had  no  strength  left  to 
cross  that  last  few  hundred  meters  at  more  than  the 

same  numb  limp  he'd  been  maintaining — until, 
without  truly  being  aware  he  had  drawn  so  close,  his 
hand  slid  along  the  smooth  bubble  of  the  right  rear 
fender.  He  leaned  into  the  vehicle  for  support  and 

sprawled  there  a  long  moment,  panting.  Then,  mus- 
tering his  last  bit  of  energy,  he  told  the  passenger 

door  to  unlock;  and,  when  he  heard  the  resulting 
click,  opened  it  and  reached  inside. 

It  required  mere  seconds  to  locate  what  he  sought: 
a  can  of  nameless  soda  in  the  cooler  built  into  the 
back  of  the  console;  and,  when  he  had  chugged  it  all, 
the  voice-activated  phone  in  the  dash. 



ABOVE  THE  LOWER  SKY  351 

"Phone:  on,"  he  mumbled.  "Thunderbird  O'Con- 
nor to  Stormcloud  Nez." 

The  phone  clicked,  then  buzzed,  then  crackled. 

And  finally,  blessedly,  unbelievably,  he  heard  a  fa- 
miliar voice. 

"'Bird?  Bird!  Is  that  you?" 
Stormy's  voice  had  that  hollow  flatness  that  indi- 

cated he  was  responding  from  his  body  phone. 

"  'Bird,"  he  repeated,  more  loudly.  "Where  the  fuck 

are  you?" 
"Pais  Verde,  just  south  of  the  Dead  Marina,"  'Bird 

managed,  as  fatigue — or  blood  loss — mounted  a 
sneak  attack  and  made  him  reel. 

"How—?" 

'Bird  cleared  his  throat,  as  blackness  hovered 
near. 

"  'Bird?  Shit,  man;  are  you  okay?" 
"No,"  'Bird  croaked.  "I'm  .  .  .  dead." 
And  with  that,  he  pushed  back  from  the  Jeep  and 

slumped  heavily  to  the  sand.  And  this  time  he  did 
not  awaken. 

He  dreamed  again:  a  simple  dream  in  which  he  sat 
naked  on  a  nameless  shore  and  pounded  a  beat  from 

a  leather-skinned  drum.  On  and  on  he  pounded,  a 
certain  rhythm  he  had  heard  before,  that  had  come 

to  him  first  in  John  Lox's  sweat  lodge,  and  again  in 
a  more  mundane  dream  about  which  he  remem- 

bered nothing  except  a  raccoon. 
Or  perhaps  it  was  simply  the  rhythm  of  his 

heart .  .  . 

.  .  .  dum-dum-dura-dum;dum-dum-dura-dum  .  .  . 
"  "Bird?" 
Silence. 

"  "Bird?" 
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"Go  'way,  man;  Vm  dreamirC .  .  .  " 
"  'Bird!  Goddamn  it,  'Bird,  wake  up!" 
And  then  something  cold  as  ten  thousand  north 

pole  deaths  splashed  onto  his  face,  and  the  drum- 
ming dissipated  .  .  . 

'Bird  blinked  angry  eyes  up  at  the  weary  ones  of Stormcloud  Nez. 

"Welcome  back  to  the  land  of  the  living,  bro," 
Stormy  said,  his  grin  sincere,  though  his  face  was 
grim  with  ill-concealed  concern. 

"Where  am  I?" 

"Where  you  were." 
'Bird  tried  to  sit  up  and  discovered  he'd  been  lying 

on  his  back  in  dry  sand.  His  fingers  dug  into  it  as  he 

heaved  himself  upright,  concluding  before  Stormy's 
disapproving  scowl  confirmed  it  that  standing  would 
be  a  mistake.  Instead,  he  sat  where  he  was,  and  in 

that  position  noted  that  Stormy's  Jeep  was  two  me- 
ters to  his  right,  the  jungle  beyond  it,  and  that  it  was 

still,  to  judge  by  the  location  of  the  moon,  not  that 

long  after  he'd  conked  out. 
Stormy  squatted  beside  him  and  held  out  a  bottle 

of  what  proved  to  be  orange  juice.  'Bird  drank  it 
greedily.  It  hit  him  like  cold  fire,  and  he  felt  life  pour- 

ing back  into  his  limbs.  Even  his  brain  began  to 
loosen.  Shoot,  he  could  almost  think  again. 

"He  gonna  live?"  came  another  voice  from  farther 
off.  He  twisted  around,  to  see,  strolling  from  behind 

the  Jeep  where  he'd  evidently  been  fooling  with  the 
phone,  a  skinny,  haggard  man  in  a  ragged  gray  se- 
rape  and  dirty  jeans  that,  even  stylishly  baggy  as 
they  were,  were  clearly  too  big  for  him. 

A  man  with  a  narrow,  haunted  face  beneath  a  mat- 
ted shock  of  blue-blazed  orange  hair. 

A  man  he'd  seen  before,  both  in  person  and — he  re- 
alized for  the  first  time — in  the  dream  he'd  had  before 
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going  to  the  'Wheel:  the  dream  about  the  raccoon  and 
the  drum  and  the  Salmon-catcher.  "Been  fishin' 
lately?"  'Bird  giggled  giddily — as  unconsciousness 
once  more  swooped  near.  Stormy  grabbed  him  as  he 
wavered  and  urged  more  juice  on  him. 

When  'Bird  had  drained  the  bottle  and  regained 
some  grip  on  himself,  it  was  to  see  that  same  man 

squatting  opposite  him,  his  face  hard  with  some- 

thing between  raw  anger  and  naked  hate.  "You're 
Kevin,"  'Bird  said  flatly.  Because  it  was  true. 

The  man's  face  darkened,  and  in  spite  of  his  ob- 
vious youth,  looked  suddenly  centuries  old.  "What 

have  you  done  to  my  sister?"  he  growled.  "What 
have  you  done  with  Cary?" 

"Drowned  ..."  'Bird  said  numbly,  before  he  could 
stop  himself. 

Whereupon  the  man  lunged  forward,  arms  out- 

stretched, fingers  curved  to  curl  around  'Bird's throat. 

'Bird  flung  up  an  arm  ineffectually — which  unbal- 
anced him.  He  flailed — and  fell  on  his  side. 

And  by  then  Stormy  had  one  arm  around  the  man's 
chest,  another  around  his  neck,  and  was  hauling  him 

back,  hissing,  "Cool  it,  Kevin!"  under  his  breath. 
"I  tried  to  save  her,"  'Bird  gasped  desperately, 

even  as  the  fire  in  Kevin's  eyes  flashed  brighter  and 
he  struggled  weakly  in  Stormy's  grasp.  "I  tried  to 
save  her,"  he  repeated.  "But  I  guess  I'm  not  a  very 
good  hero." 

"Or  maybe  you  are!"  Stormy  countered,  nodding 
toward  the  ocean.  "Look  there — both  of  you — and 
tell  me  what  you  see!" 

'Bird  did — and  came  well-nigh  to  shouting. 



Chapter  XXX: 
Word,,  Way,  and  Singer 

(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 
(Saturday,  September  3 — well  after  midnight) 

'Bird! 

And  with  that  name  ringing  in  her  conscience  like 

a  gong,  Carolyn's  brief  playtime  was  over. 
How  could  she  have  been  so  selfish?  How  could 

she  have  become  such  a  goddamn  self-centered 
fool?  It  was  one  thing  to  enjoy  herself — and  frolick- 

ing with  dolphins  in  the  depths  of  the  Gulf  was  cer- 
tainly entertaining,  never  mind  the  enlightenment 

their  revelations  had  wrought,  which  brought  joy  of 
another  kind.  But  it  was  something  else  entirely  to 

indulge  herself  so  profligately  while  a  friend — some- 
one who  had  saved  her  life — struggled  to  stay  afloat 

in  the  dark  waters  far  above. 

If  he  wasn't  dead  already:  drowned,  bled  dry,  or 
eaten  by  orcas — or,  more  likely,  sharks.  He'd  looked 
like  bloody  hell  when  Katana  had  dragged  her 
down — and  who  knew  how  long  ago  that  had  been? 

'Bird  could  well  be  dying  even  now. But  she  had  to  know. 

And  so  she  twisted  around  in  a  tighter,  cleaner  arc 
than  she  could  ever  have  managed  .  .  .  before,  cour- 

tesy of  joints  that  were  suddenly  far  more  supple, 

354 
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and  commenced  the  long  ascent  toward  what  she 
now  thought  of  as  the  lower  sky:  the  one  that  marked 
the  juncture  of  sea  and  air. 

A  bulbous  dolphin  nose  prodded  her  inquisitively. 
Another  slid  so  close  beside  her  she  recognized  it  by 
the  texture  of  its  skin. 

No!  she  thought  at  them,  with  that  wonderful  gift 
she  had  possessed  so  briefly;  that  already  seemed  so 
natural,  so  much  a  part  of  her,  she  could  not  imagine 
having  lived  without  it.  No!  I  have  to  see  to  my 
friend. 

You  are  our  friend  too! 

I  will  have  time  with  you  again.  'Bird  needs  me now. 
He  lives,  Bokken  chimed  in.  He  is  conscious.  More 

than  that  I  cannot  tell  unless  I  go  there.  It  is  only 
his  slow  thoughts  I  can  hear,  and  now  his  fast 
thoughts  shout  above  them. 

Fear?  From  Carolyn. 
Not  any  longer.  Not  of  the  sea. 
Still,  I  must  see  to  him. 

Whereupon  Carolyn  redoubled  her  efforts,  swim- 
ming strongly  in  a  steady  upward  spiral.  She  had  to 

breach  for  air  anyway.  Even  this  strange  altered 
body  could  not  hold  its  breath  forever. 

And  she  had  played  too  long. 
Already  the  water  was  brightening  in  a  way  she 

would  not  have  noted  earlier,  and  was  now  less  black 
than  a  luminous  silver-gray,  which  grew  lighter  and 
brighter  still  until — abruptly — she  burst  through  the 
dome  of  the  lower  sky  and  gazed  at  the  stars  in  the 
upper. 

Carefully — guiltily — she  exhaled  the  last  of  her 
slow,  secret  horde  of  air,  then  sucked  fresh  new 
breezes  into  her  lungs.  And  closed  her  eyes,  for  once 
again  she  felt  that  odd  sensation  of  every  cell  in  her 
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body  flipping  over,  the  process  marked  by  a  warmth 
that  awoke  in  her  nostrils  and  lungs  and  flowed  out- 

ward like  low-level  electric  shocks.  She  gasped  and 
for  an  instant  was  stricken  deaf,  dumb,  and  blind. 

And  then  her  senses  realigned,  and  she  heaved  a 
long  sigh  of  relief.  Reflex  had  already  told  her  what 
her  brain  had  not  yet  found  time  to  process  and  relay. 

She  was  no  more  than  forty  meters  from  rolling 
offshore  breakers.  And  beyond  them,  perhaps  an- 

other twenty,  three  men  struggled  clumsily  on  the 
sand,  two  of  whom  she  recognized  by  their  distinc- 

tive hair  as  Thunderbird  O'Connor  and  her  brother. 
The  third  was  unfamiliar:  black-haired,  rangy,  and 
perhaps  a  few  sims  taller  than  the  others.  Behind 
them  crouched  two  vehicles:  the  orange-gold  Jeep 

Juneau  'Bird  had  driven  earlier,  all  glass  and  bulbous 
curves;  and  a  midsized,  sand-colored  sedan  with  a 
gaudy  emblem  on  the  door. 

"Kev — "  she  began  as  she  made  her  way  to  land — 
still  swimming,  for  she  had  not  yet  found  the  bottom. 
Unfortunately,  an  ill-timed  swell  slapped  her  and 
washed  her  voice  away.  She  coughed  and  tried  again, 
only  to  have  that  effort  swamped  by  another. 

But  her  toes  brushed  sand  now,  and  a  moment 
later  she  was  wading  through  the  breakers. 

Intent  as  they  were  on  their  altercation,  the  men 
had  not  noticed  her — nor  heard  her,  evidently.  But 
then  the  unknown  one  chanced  to  glance  up  from 
where  he  held  Kevin  in  a  restraining  stranglehold.  He 

froze  instantly.  "Look!"  he  yelled,  though  Carolyn 
wasn't  sure  if  it  was  his  actual  voice  or  the  joyful  ex- 

pression that  blazed  across  his  face  that  relayed  his 
words. 

'Bird  jerked  his  head  her  way;  Kevin  stopped  re- 
sisting; the  stranger  relaxed  his  hold.  And  then  they 

were  scrambling  to  their  feet  ('Bird  a  bit  uncertainly, 
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though  with  no  less  enthusiasm),  and  she  was  mov- 
ing too,  and  suddenly  they  were  all  running  toward 

each  other,  and  calling  out,  and  slogging  through  the 
waves;  and  then  she  was  standing  in  knee-deep  wa- 

ter with  Kevin's  arms  locked  around  her,  and  'Bird 
hovering  close  by,  looking  by  turns  happy,  confused, 
and  more  than  a  trifle  traumed-out.  As  for  the  new 

lad — the  only  one  who  actually  fit  his  clothes — he 
was  hanging  back  discreetly,  and  it  came  to  Carolyn 

that  this  was  probably  that  friend  'Bird  had  referred 
to  so  often — the  one  whose  borrowed  shorts  she 
wore  beneath  a  soaked  T-shirt. 

Which  beat  that  baggy  mud-colored  mess  Kev 

sported,  or  'Bird's  attire,  which  at  the  moment  con- 
sisted solely  of  a  towel. 

"Gary!"  Kevin  sobbed  in  her  ear,  clutching  her 
close.  "My  God,  you're  alive!" 

"Jesus,  lady,  what  happened!"  From  'Bird,  who 
had  splashed  closer.  "I  mean,  Christ — I  saw  you  .  .  . 
I  saw  you  go  under!" 

"I'm  fine,"  she  assured  them,  as  her  eyes  streamed 
with  tears,  and  her  cheeks  curved  with  incipient 

laughter  she  had  feared  never  to  know  again.  "In 
fact,  I'm  better  than  fine — and  would  be  finer  still  if 
I  had  dry  clothes  and  something  to  eat  and  drink — 

on  dry  land!" Kevin  pulled  away  from  her  and  stared  her  in  the 

eye,  an  odd  expression  on  his  face.  "Something's  .  .  . 
happened  to  you,  hasn't  it?" 

"You  could  say  that,"  she  nodded  seriously,  as  she 
wrapped  an  arm  around  his  waist  and  let  him  lead 

her  ashore.  "How  could  you  tell?" 
A  shrug.  "Your  body  temp.  You're  warm — too 

warm,  like  you've  got  a  fever." 
"Not  a  fever,"  she  laughed  back.  "This  feels  as  good 

as  those  do  awful." 
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At  which  point  she  felt  hard  sand  beneath  her  feet, 
and  a  few  meters  farther,  dry  powder. 

Stormy,  who  had  jogged  ahead,  was  already  build- 
ing a  fire  in  the  angle  formed  by  two  sections  of  drift- 

wood palm  trunks,  using  dried  fronds  as  tinder.  He 
rose  as  they  approached,  took  one  look  at  her  and 
slipped  back  to  the  Jeep,  where  he  flipped  up  the  glass 
hatch  and  proceeded  to  rummage  inside.  He  returned 

with  a  bundle  of  fabric.  "Good  thing  I  hadn't  got 
'round  to  unloading  my  laundry,"  he  told  Carolyn 
with  a  grin.  "Got  towels,  got  jeans,  got  T's  and  skins 
and  skivvies.  Sorry,  no  skirts  or  serapes.  Oh,  but 

here — "  He  ducked  out  of  his  serape  and  passed  it  to her. 

"Cary — what?"  Kevin  began,  but  she  set  a  finger 
to  his  lips  to  shush  him.  "Nothing's  happened  that 
won't  wait  five  minutes,"  she  told  him,  with  that 
strange,  calm  confidence  that  still  pervaded  her — 

the  afterglow  of  that  incredible  joy  she'd  felt  so 
lately,  that  had  not  yet  faded  enough  for  the  reper- 

cussions to  show  through.  While  Kevin  retreated  to 
the  fire,  she  sorted  quickly  through  the  clothing 
Stormy  had  produced  and  ducked  behind  the  beige 
sedan.  As  she  stripped  off  her  sodden  togs,  toweled 
down,  and  changed  into  dry  shorts  and  a  worn  Loch 
Locklin  T-shirt,  she  noted  over  her  shoulder  that 

Kevin  had  taken  charge  of  the  fire,  that  'Bird  was 
swapping  his  towel  for  a  pair  of  cutoff  jeans,  and  that 
Stormy  was  waiting  patiently  a  discreet  distance 
away  from  the  Chrysler,  ignition  card  in  hand. 

"Drinks  in  the  trunk,"  he  explained,  when  she'd 
finished  and  emerged  from  behind  it.  "You  check  in 
with  your  chums.  I'll  do  dinner." 

She  studied  him  thoughtfully.  "But  'Bird  looks  like 
he  could  use  a  doctor." 

Stormy  gnawed  his  lip,  then  shook  his  head.  "He'll 
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be  okay.  For  now  .  .  .  there're  some  stories  that  need 
telling,  and  somehow  this  seems  a  better  place  than 

inside  walls.  'Sides,"  he  added,  nodding  toward  Kevin, 
"I  suspect  your  bro's  been  cooped  up  enough  to- 

night." Whereupon  he  unlocked  the  Chrysler's  trunk. 
Carolyn  nearly  gagged — for  an  odor  had  reached 

her  she  would  never  have  noticed  before.  But  now, 
though  she  did  not  consciously  acknowledge  as 
much,  some  unsuspected  part  of  her  recognized  the 
stench  of  blood  and  pain  and  dead  dolphin.  Stormy 
caught  her  reaction  and  puffed  his  cheeks,  then 
shrugged  perplexedly.  In  reply,  she  held  her  breath 
until  she  had  reached  the  fire,  then  inhaled  again. 
And  caught  smoke,  the  scent  of  the  jungle  behind 
her,  and  the  sea. 

Kevin  was  still  stuffing  the  stems  of  palm  fronds 

into  the  small  blaze,  with  'Bird  helping,  though  he 
moved  stiffly,  and  that  nice  slim  body  of  his  was  torn 
and  abraded  in  far  too  many  places,  while  still 

more — notably  his  left  ankle  and  clavicle,  and  a  long 
line  bisecting  his  chest  and  belly — showed  the  tell- 

tale glassy  shine  of  freshly  applied  Spraskin.  At  least 

he  wasn't  bleeding.  He  smiled  weakly  as  she  eased in  beside  him  and  leaned  back  with  her  shoulders 

against  the  log.  "Glad  to  see  you,"  she  murmured. 
"Thanks." 

"Sorry,"  'Bird  grunted  wearily.  "I'm  just  sorry  I  got 
you  into  this." 

"You  may  have  saved  her  butt,  though,"  Stormy 
broke  in,  as  he  lugged  a  shiny  orange-gold  cooler 
down  the  beach  and  deposited  it  behind  the  nearer 

log.  A  paper  grocery  bag  bulged  atop  it.  "But  for  now 
...  I  got  OJ,  I  got  water,  I  got  milk;  I  got  bread, 
cheese,  chips,  peanut  butter,  cold  roast  beef,  cold 

ham,  oranges,  apples,  beer — 'cept  that  'Bird  can't 
have  any  of  that." 
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'Bird  rolled  his  eyes.  "I  can't?" 
"Not  good  for  replacing  blood,  kid,"  Stormy  re- 

plied, passing  'Bird  a  liter  of  Minute  Maid.  "Sorry." 
"Good  Boy  Scout,  you  are,"  Carolyn  observed. 

"You  obviously  came  prepared." 
Stormy  responded  with  a  crooked  grin.  "Actually, Kev  and  I  snared  most  of  the  wet  stuff  while  we  were 

cruising  around  trying  to  get  hold  of  'Bird.  The  rest 
...  is  some  stuff  I  picked  up  for  tomorrow's  toli  game 
and  stuffed  in  the  Jeep's  built-in  cooler." 

"Once  again  I  fuck  things  up,"  'Bird  sighed  con- 
tritely. "I  guess  you'll  just  have  to  kill  me." 

"Not  until  I  find  out  what's  been  going  on  with  you 
three,"  Stormy  shot  back.  "We  got  food,  we  got  fire, 
we  got  first  aid  and  dry  clothes,  all  courtesy  Storm- 

cloud's  Catering  Service.  Now  Stormcloud  gets  some 
answers — and  maybe,  just  possibly,  we  can  get  this 
craziness  we  seem  to  be  up  to  our  asses  in  sorted 

out  in  a  way  that  makes  sense." 
'Bird  lifted  a  brow  expectantly. 
"Don't  look  at  me,  man!"  Stormy  protested,  wide- 

eyed.  "I  just  work  here.  Oh,  sometimes  I  show  up  in 
the  nick  of  time,  with  guns  blazing,  but  that's  only 
'cause  you — by  whom  I  mean  you  and  Kev — keep 
gettin'  your  butts  in  trouble!"  He  fell  silent,  and 
grinned  encouragement  at  the  others. 

Carolyn  looked  first  at  Kevin,  then  at  'Bird.  "I  don't 
know  how  it  started,  not  with  me,"  she  said  flatly. 
"Kev,  you  were  the  first  to  encounter  anything 
strange — at  least  that  has  any  direct  bearing  on 

what's  been  going  on,  so  perhaps  you'd  best  begin." 
Kevin  grimaced  resignedly  in  the  midst  of  con- 

structing a  roast  beef-and-swiss  on  rye.  "Nobody 

laugh,  okay?" 
"Nobody  will,"  'Bird  assured  him.  "Go  for  it." 
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"Well,  to  use  a  very  worn  cliche,"  Kevin  began.  "It 
was  a  dark  and  stormy  night ..." And  for  the  next  fifteen  minutes  he  related  a 

much-practiced  account  of  the  hurricane  in  Eire- 

land,  the  selkie's  visit,  the  cross-country  chase  by 
the  Citroen,  and  finally  the  cryptic  message  the  poor 
creature  had  so  frustratingly  failed  to  complete. 

"And  you're  sure  that  was  the  phrase?"  Stormy 
asked,  when  he  had  finished.  Carolyn  was  glad  'Bird's 
friend  had  taken  charge,  given  the  condition  the  rest 
of  them  were  in.  Certainly  he  seemed  the  most  alert. 

Kevin  nodded  and  helped  himself  to  a  swallow  of 

Perrier.  "I'll  never  forget  those  words — or  the  way  the 
poor  guy  looked  with  half  his  face  destroyed  and  him 

still  trying  to  talk.  'You  are  the  Word,  she  is  the  Way;  I 
don't  know  who  is  the  Singer.'  And  then  he  died." 

Carolyn,  having  heard  the  tale  before,  had  no 
comment. 

"And  that's  all  he  told  you?"  From  'Bird. 
Again  Kevin  nodded.  "All  he  told  me.  'Course  I've 

learned  a  hell  of  a  lot  since  then.  But  if  you  or  Cary 

think  you  oughta  get  your  part  in  ...  " 
'Bird  shook  his  head.  "Go  ahead." 
So  Kevin  continued  his  tale — and  this  time  Caro- 

lyn listened  attentively,  for  she  knew  nothing  of  what 

had  chanced  since  'Bird  had  spirited  her  away  from 
her  apartment — barely  in  time,  as  it  now  appeared.  It 
all  made  sense,  too,  given  what  the  selkie  had  con- 

fided about  the  plot  by  a  faction  of  rebellious  young 
orcas  to  infiltrate  human  and  dolphin  kind.  But  so 
intent  was  she  on  puzzling  out  the  ramifications  of 

that  fact,  that  she  blanked  part  of  Kevin's  narrative, 
only  to  be  brought  up  short  by  a  remark-in-process. 

"...  so  the  selkie  was  standing  there  in  the  door- 

way— " 
"I  thought  you  said  he  died  from  .  .  .  psychic  back- 
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wash,  or  something,"  Carolyn  interrupted,  startled. 
Kevin  shifted  uneasily  and  found  another  frond  to 

unravel.  "Yeah,  well,  he  did  and  he  didn't.  See,  just 
after  Stormy  shot  the  flayed  dolphin,  he  .  .  .  re- 

vived— sort  of.  And  he  said  the  dolphin  had  told  him 
to  tell  me  to  take  its  skin  to  you — to  The-One-Who- 

Is-The-Way.  He  evidently  thought  you'd  know  what 
to  do  with  it." 

"Well  I  don't!"  Carolyn  cried,  still  trying  to  come 
to  terms  with  Kevin's  first  intriguing  revelations, 
never  mind  this  troubling  second  batch.  "And  where 
did  he  come  from?"  she  went  on  desperately.  "How 
did  he  know  about  me  being  .  .  .  special." 

Kevin  shrugged  helplessly.  "Well,  we  didn't  exactly 
have  time  to  trade  life  histories,  but  he  spoke  Gaelic 
and  referred  to  Eireland  as  their  ancient  home,  from 
which  I  presume  he  was  from  there;  Fir  was,  and  he 

said  they  were  kin — 'course  there're  supposed  to  be 
selkies  in  Scotland  too:  Sule  Skerry  and  all  that.  But 
the  point  is,  he  was  a  captive,  just  like  I  was.  They 
were  trying  to  get  him  to  explain  how  to  turn  into  hu- 

mans without  having  to  skin  a  zillion  people  each 

time." 
"I  know  I'd  appreciate  it,"  'Bird  snorted. 
"He  was  also  really  freaked  when  he  found  out  Fir 

hadn't  been  able  to  deliver  his  message.  I  guess  if  he 
had,  we  wouldn't  all  be  here." 

"And  you  think  those  lads  in  the  Citroen  were  also 
shape-shifted  orcas?"  Carolyn  wondered. 

"That's  what  makes  the  most  sense.  I  never  saw 

'em  up  close;  but  from  the  way  they  suicided  at  the 
end — it  was  kind  of  spontaneous,  like  one  of  'em  had 
suddenly  realized  it  might  not  be  cool  if  they  died 
and  someone  human  found  their  bodies — from  that, 
and  what  they  were  shooting,  and  that  arsenal  back 

at  the  Dead  Marina — " 
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" — They  knew  that  Fir  knew  something,"  Stormy finished. 

"But  what?"  From  Carolyn. 
"That  Kevin  was  the  Word,  that  you  were  the  Way. 

I  assume  it  had  something  to  do  with  the  Singer." 
"Like  they  didn't  want  the  three  gettin'  together?" 

'Bird  suggested. 
"And  what  happens  if  we  do?"  Kevin  asked  nerv- 

ously. "I  mean,  I  feel  like  a  goddamn  pawn  here — 
and  I  don't  even  know  what  the  fucking  game  is, 
much  less  who's  playing." 

"Dolphins,  probably,"  Carolyn  said.  "And  if  Kev's 
finished,  I  think  it's  time  you  heard  my  story."  She 
paused,  looked  at  Kevin — "Or  'Bird  could  tell 
his  .  .  .?" 

"I've  already  told  you"  'Bird  replied.  "And  Stormy 
was  there  for  the  hard-to-believe  part.  But  Kevin — " 

"I  told  him  about  the  weirdness  at  the  Marina 

while  we  were  on  our  way  down  here,"  Stormy  sup- 
plied. "Most  of  what  we  need  now  is  how  you  and 

Carolyn  wound  up  in  the  Gulf  in  the  middle  of  the 

night!" 
"Okay,"  Carolyn  sighed.  "I  won't  be  able  to  tell  this 

as  well  as  Kev — he's  the  clan  storyteller — but  to  be- 
gin at  the  beginning  ..." 

She  commenced  with  the  phone  call  informing 
her  of  the  latest  dolphin  mutilations,  and  continued 
through  her  investigation  of  the  site  to  the  impulsive 
underwater  exploration  that  had  ended  with  her  pre- 

sumed death.  She  paused  for  a  drink  when  she  fin- 
ished the  part  about  awakening  in  the  hospital. 

In  conclusion,  she  related  the  dream  she'd  had 
about  the  selkie  and  her  mother,  that  had  finished 

with  the  seal's  saying,  "You  are  the  one  the  dolphins 
worship." 
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"Dolphins  again!"  Kevin  spat.  "More  bloody  dol- 

phins!" "Dolphin  magicians"  Stormy  appended  sud- 
denly. "But  more  on  that  later.  You  go  on,  Carolyn." 

She  did,  though  she  tried  to  keep  her  account  as 
concise  as  possible.  Indeed,  when  she  came  to  the 
part  where  Katana  dragged  her  underwater  after  the 
battle  between  the  orcas  and  dolphins,  which  had 
resulted  in  her  second  death,  she  found  it  oddly  dif- 

ficult to  be  specific.  She  knew  everything  that  had 
happened,  but  it  was  impossible  to  describe  the  .  .  . 
change,  never  mind  the  way  she  suddenly  felt  as 
comfortable  in  the  water  as  on  dry  land.  The  way 

she  simply  knew  things — the  way  so  many  of  her 
fundamental  beliefs  had  been  forcibly  altered. 

"Well,"  Stormy  mused  finally,  "I  guess  if  anybody 
doubted  Kevin,  we've  got  confirmation  now:  dol- 

phins are  intelligent." 
"And  orcas,"  Kevin  added. 
"Orcas  are  dolphins,"  Carolyn  corrected.  "And  to 

that  we  probably  need  to  add  all  whales.  I  suppose 

I'll  find  out  for  sure  when  I  go  back." 
Kevin's  face  paled  with  alarm.  "You're  goin' 

back?" 
"Of  course  I  am!"  Carolyn  cried.  "Oh,  not  now, 

not  until  we  figure  out  what's  going  on  here,  but  I'm 
definitely  going  back.  It's  .  .  .  it's  like  being  under- 

water and  needing  air;  only  I'm  in  the  air,  and  I  need 
to  get  back  underwater.  There's  so  much  to  know, 
so  much  to  discover — " 

"Magic,"  'Bird  broke  in.  "Much  as  I  hate  to  admit 
it,  it  all  goes  back  to  magic." 

"Undiscovered  science,"  Carolyn  insisted.  "But 
you  haven't  had  your  say  yet ..." 

"I  don't  have  much  to  add,"  'Bird  said.  "You  guys 
know  as  much  as  I  do.  Except  about  my  dreams,  I 
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guess — visions,  whatever  they  were.  Carolyn,  youVe 

had  'em  too — but  I  think  I've  had  more  than  any  of 

you."
 Whereupon  he  recounted  them. 

"So  where  did  they  come  from?"  Kevin  wondered. 
'Bird  regarded  him  seriously.  "You  already  know 

the  answer  to  that:  they  have  to  come  from  dolphins. 

It's  like  that  selkie-guy  told  Kevin:  they  can  only 
touch  our  minds  when  we're  unconscious — when 
we're  asleep  or  in  an  altered  state  of  awareness,  like 
I  was  in  back  at  the  sweat  lodge." 

"Or  .  .  .  aren't  all  there,"  Kevin  inserted.  "At  least 
orcas  can  fool  around  with  folks  like  that.  As  best  I 

can  tell,  they  use  'em  as  surrogate  arms  and  legs  and 
hands  until  they  can  assemble  enough  skins  to  make 

their  own  way  on  land.  And  to  keep  from  killing  hu- 

mans directly,  I  suppose,"  he  added.  "If  what  the 
selkie  said  about  that  prohibition's  true." 

Carolyn  studied  'Bird  frankly.  "I  think  you're 
right.  The  dreams  must've  been  sent  by  dolphins." 

"But  why?" 
"Because  they  can't — or  couldn't — communicate 

with  us  directly.  And  when  their  chosen  emissary — 
that  poor  Fir-lad — got  killed,  they  had  to  come  up 

with  another  way  to  get  the  message  to  us." 
"Which  message  we  still  haven't  discovered,"  'Bird observed. 

"Yeah,"  Kevin  echoed.  "What's  all  this  really  mean 
about  the  Word  and  the  Way  and  the  Singer?" 

No  one  answered.  Carolyn,  at  least,  had  no  idea — 
none  that  made  sense,  anyhow. 

Stormy  stared  straight  at  her,  then  beyond  into 

the  glitter  of  the  nighted  Gulf.  "I  bet  /  know,"  he 
whispered.  Then  grinned  with  the  joy  of  discovery 

and  pounded  his  thigh  with  his  fist.  "I  bet  I  goddamn 
knowl" 
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"We're  listenin',"  'Bird  growled  pointedly. 
"It's  simple!"  Stormy  cried,  his  joy  as  clear  as  a 

child's.  "Oh  yes,  guys,  it's  so  simple!  See — well,  Gary, 
your  brother  here's  a  writer.  Not  only  that,  he  writes 
books  of  great  power;  otherwise,  they  wouldn't  have 
sold  so  well  and  everybody  wouldn't  be  hot  to  make 
'em  into  movies,  and  all.  He  has  a  magic  for  words,  a 
magic  that's  not  been  seen  in  a  long  time!  Shoot,  I've 
even  read  the  damned  things,  and  I  never  read  fan- 

tasy. But  if  what  the  dolphins  told  you  about  your 

birth's  true,  and  what  the  selkie  said  about  you  guys 
being  kin,  and  what  your  dream  all  but  blurted  out 

.  .  .  well  then  maybe  there's  more  to  old  Kev's  birth 
too.  Maybe  he's  not  entirely  human  either." 

Kevin  shook  his  head.  "No  way,  man.  Dad  had  the 
tests  done.  I'm  his  kid — and  Mom's." 

"Yeah,"  Stormy  countered.  "But  were  both  of 
them  full  human?" 

"You  mean  somebody  fooled  around  with  a  selkie 

before?" 
"It  doesn't  have  to  have  been  a  selkie,"  Stormy 

shot  back.  "Once  you  accept  that  they  exist,  it  opens 
up  an  enormous  Pandora's  box." 

"Fir  mentioned  the  sidhe"  Kevin  noted  quietly. 
"He  spoke  of  the  .  .  .  king  of  the  fairies  as  though  he 
were  real." 

"Fine,"  Stormy  went  on  excitedly.  "But  that 
doesn't  really  matter  anyway.  What  matters  is  that 
from  somewhere  you've  got  a  power  for  words — a 
magical  power  for  words.  And  my  people  say  that 
words — and  a  belief  in  what  they  are  and  say — can 
change  material  reality.  I  mean,  we  sing  songs  to 

bring  rain,  and  sometimes  it  rains.  We — " 
"It's  not  just  your  folks  that  believe  that,"  'Bird 

broke  in.  "My  folks  believe  that  too.  In  fact,  I  think 
we  all  do." 
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"Even  in  Eireland,"  Kevin  admitted.  "Kings  once 
feared  satires  more  than  spears." 

"So  Kev's  the  Word?"  Carolyn  mused.  "Then  what 
about  the  Way  and  the  Singer?" 

Stormy  stared  at  'Bird.  "My  guess  is  that  you're 
the  Singer,  'Bird.  Or  the  musical  component,  any- 

way. I  mean,  think  about  it,  man:  you  dance,  you 
drum,  sometimes  you  sing.  The  songs  have  words, 
but  the  song  goes  beyond  the  words,  and  the  drum 
has  no  words,  yet  it  sings  too.  And  put  the  two  to- 

gether, and — wow! — you've  got  something  special, 
something  that  hits  you  right  in  your  soul  and  draws 
out  stuff  you  had  no  idea  was  in  there.  Sometimes  it 
goes  right  on  down  to  your  instinct,  right  on  down 
to  your  lizard  brain,  to  that  part  down  below  con- 

sciousness that  runs  on  pure  instinct  and  the  desire 

to  keep  you  alive!" 
Kevin  scowled.  "Huh?" 

"What's  joy,  Kevin?"  Stormy  went  on  excitedly. 
"What's  love?  What's  sadness?  They're  not  things 
you  turn  on  or  off;  they're  basic  instinct;  they  just 
are.  When  you — 'Bird — shoot,  anybody — sings  or 
drums,  or  dances  to  a  song  or  a  drum,  it's  instinct 
that's  working.  It  makes  you  feel  joy  or  sorrow  or 
fear  because  of  itself!  It's  its  own  kind  of  magic." 

"Which  .  .  .  means?"  'Bird  asked  hesitantly. 
"Which  .  .  .  means  .  .  .  that  whatever  it  is  that 

Kev's  supposed  to  do,  you're  supposed  to  sing  it — 
maybe  drum  too.  Yeah,  that's  it:  you  drum  and  you 

sing!" 
"Which  still  leaves  me  as  the  Way,"  Carolyn  said. 

"But  what  does  that  mean?  Way  to  what?" 
Stormy  gnawed  his  lip.  "I  haven't  figured  that  out 

yet.  But  as  best  I  can  tell,  based  on  what  the  selkie  told 
Kevin — the  second  selkie — about  how  dolphins  can 
talk  to  selkies — or  half  bloods  like  you,  I  guess — and 
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selkies  can  talk  to  us,  that  you're  the  only  person  who 
knows  shit  about  the  workings  of  mainstream  human 
civilization  who  can  also  shape-shift  into  a  form  your 
finny  friends  can  access  easily.  Seems  to  me  you  were 

part  of  some  kind  of  long-range  plan  that's  only  now 
coming  to  fruition.  Shoot,  I  bet  you  were  literally  con- 

ceived with  this  event  in  mind — probably  not  exe- 

cuted like  this,  I'll  grant  you,  but .  .  .  Well,  I  think  the 
time  has  come  for  you  to  fulfill  your  destiny — since 

you're  apparently  the  only  being  presently  alive  who 
can  access  all  three  worlds — " 

"Selkies  can  access  'em  too!"  Kevin  corrected. 

"But  they  don't  know  our  world,  not  really,"  Car- 
olyn gave  back.  "From  what  Kevin  said,  I  don't  think 

they  want  to  be  anything  but  what  they  are.  Whereas 

I'm  a  child  of  this  world,  by  conditioning,  if  not  by 

.  .  .  genetics." 
"Yeah,"  'Bird  chimed  in.  "But  nobody  in  our  world 

can  talk  to  dolphins  directly — not  without  some- 

body havin'  to  die." 
Carolyn  sighed  wearily.  "Which  still  leaves  one 

question:  What  is  this  message?  What  is  it  I'm  sup- 
posed to  actually  do?" 

"Magic,  evidently,"  Stormy  replied.  "What  I've  told 
you  is  as  much  as  I've  been  able  to  put  together  so 

far.  I—" "I  think  /  know  how  to  find  out,"  Kevin  inter- 
rupted, looking  Carolyn  straight  in  the  eye.  "But  I 

don't  think  you're  gonna  like  it." 



Chapter  XXXI: 
The  Tide  Turns 

(El  Pais  Verde  ) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — the  wee  hours) 

"  .  .  .  I  don't  think  you're  gonna  like  it." 
Kevin  felt  the  flare  of  anger  that  fueled  Carolyn's 

reaction  like  a  tangible  blow  as  soon  as  he  pro- 
nounced those  words.  She  flinched,  then  froze,  then 

slowly  looked  up  from  her  last  bite  of  sandwich  and 
stared  at  him  solemnly  from  across  the  fire.  The 
flames  transfigured  her:  made  her  look  wild  and 
queenly  and  .  .  .  pagan.  That  in  spite  of  her  faddishly 
short  hair  and  mismatched  male  clothing. 

"What  is  it,  Kev?"  she  asked  mildly,  but  with  a 
sharp  edge  of  command  to  her  voice  that  would  not 
be  denied — and  that  he  had  not  heard  before.  He 
swallowed,  and  instead  of  meeting  her  gaze  began 
dismembering  another  strip  of  palm  frond.  He  heard 

'Bird  and  Stormy  inhale  sharply,  as  though  they  like- 
wise sensed  the  sudden  tension  and  perhaps  ex- 

pected the  fire  to  blaze  up  in  sympathy. 

"You  wanta  know  how  to  talk  to  dolphins?  How  to 
talk  to  'em  one-on-one?"  Kevin  sighed  at  last. 

"I  can  already  do  that,"  Carolyn  replied  uneasily. 
"It's  telepathy." 

" — In  which  case  they  should've  already  told  you 
369 
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what  they  want  out  of  you,"  'Bird  pointed  out. 
Carolyn  finished  the  sandwich  and  folded  her 

arms  across  her  stomach,  brow  suddenly  furrowed 
with  uncertainty:  the  pagan  queen  become  a  nerv- 

ous Girl  Scout  at  a  campfire.  "I  .  .  .  think  it's  hard  for 
them,"  she  admitted.  "I  get  the  sense  that  they  have 
to  work  at  it." 

Stormy  gnawed  his  lip  thoughtfully.  "But  you've 
only  talked  to  the  ones  you  know,  right?  And  they're 

young,  if  I  remember." 
A  nod.  "In  dolphin  years." 
"So—" 
"So  could  it  be  that  they  don't  quite  have  the  grasp 

of  the  .  .  .  situation  the  older  ones  have?"  Kevin 
broke  in  eagerly,  glancing  at  Stormy  for  agreement. 

"But  since  you  know  them,  and  you  were  in  a  stress- 
ful situation,  they  were  sent  to  greet  you  'cause 

they'd  be  less  threatening?" 
Carolyn  shrugged.  "I  suppose  so.  But  what  are  you 

getting  at?" 
Kevin  took  a  deep  breath,  wondering  if  what  he'd 

lately  survived  was  sufficient  fortification  for  what 

he  was  about  to  blunder  into.  "Well  basically,"  he 
began,  "the  selkie  told  me  dolphins  could  talk  to 
them — telepathically,  I  guess — and  they  could  talk 

to  us.  But  though  you've  got  selkie  blood,  you're  ob- 
viously not  a  true  selkie — so  one  of  the  reasons  you 

may  have  had  trouble  'talking'  to  the  dolphins  may 
be  that  your  brain's  simply  too  different.  It  isn't 
made  to  receive  telepathic  communication.  Selkie 

brains  obviously  are;  but  you've  presumably  got  only 
part  of  a  selkie  brain — and  whatever  it  is  that  makes 
that  aspect  different  is  evidently  so  subtle  as  to  be 
undetectable  by  that  roomful  of  technotrash  your 
doctor  plugged  into  you.  Either  that,  or  your  brain 

hadn't  changed  yet,  which  I  suppose  is  also  a  possi- 
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bility — which  is  another  thing  you  could  find  out  by 
talking  to  the  dolphins.  Which  brings  us  back  to  the 

point  we  keep  getting  sidetracked  from — or  you 
keep  evading.  What  are  you  gonna  do  with  the  dol- 

phin skin?" 
'Bird  regarded  her  levelly,  looking  marginally 

more  alert.  "And  more  to  the  point,  are  you  gonna 

do  it?" Carolyn  rounded  on  him,  eyes  flashing  brighter 

than  the  fire.  Kevin  didn't  envy  the  poor  guy.  "Am  I 
going  to  do  it?"  she  raged,  her  body  gone  taut  as 
thin-stretched  wire.  "What  the  fuck  do  you  think  I'm 
going  to  do?  Of  course  I'm  not  going  to  do  it!  First 
of  all,  it  might  not  work — I  mean,  neither  me  nor 
that  skin  comes  with  an  instruction  manual.  And 

second,  I  can  achieve  the  same  ends  without  it.  I 

mean,  I'm  apparently  telepathic  either  way,  and  I'm 
dying  to  get  back  underwater — in  my  own  skin.  The 
only  difference  I  can  see,  is  that  since  communica- 

tion might  be  quicker  if  I  had  a  dolphin  brain,  it 

could  take  longer  if  I  stay  .  .  .  human." 
"To  which  I  feel  compelled  to  wonder,  can  we  af- 

ford longer?"  Stormy  observed. 
Carolyn  shrugged  helplessly.  "I  don't  know!  I  don't 

know  anything,  dammit!  I  don't  even  know  if  I'm 
supposed  to  know  anything.  We're  grasping  at 
straws  here,  people." Silence. 

"Besides,  it'd  be  like  .  .  .  like  blasphemy!  It's  the 
sickest  thing  I've  ever  heard  of!" Silence. 

For  some  reason  she  focused  her  anger  on  'Bird. 
"Yeah,  and  you,  Mr.  O'Connor;  I  figured  you'd  at 
least  understand,  seeing  what  people  have  been  do- 

ing to  your  ancestors  for  three  hundred  years!  Dig- 
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ging  them  up  whenever  they  feel  like  it,  putting  their 

bones  on  display  in  museums — " 
"J,  however,  am  not  the  apparent  focus  of  a  mul- 

tispecies  conspiracy!"  'Bird  countered  sweetly. 
"Hear!  Hear!"  Stormy  cried.  Then,  more  seri- 

ously, to  Carolyn:  "I  see  your  point,  though;  I  really 
do.  And  I'll  admit  it  doesn't  sound  like  a  real  pleasant 
proposition.  But  remember,  that  selkie  knew  more 

about  shape-shifting  than  you  do.  And  if  it  thought 

you  could  use  that  skin,  then  you  can.  Besides,"  he 
added,  glancing  at  Kevin,  "the  dolphin — the  now 
dead  dolphin — essentially  called  that  selkie  back 
from  death  to  tell  it  to  have  Kevin  take  the  skin  to 

you!  That  smacks  of  some  pretty  heavy-hitting  com- 
mitments, lady.  So  what  I  say  is  .  .  .  try  the  skin  on. 

If  it  works,  then  we  proceed  to  the  next  stage — what- 

ever that  is.  And  if  it  doesn't —  Well,  we'll  have  put 
you  through  something  really  gross  and  unpleasant, 

and  we'll  all  apologize  profoundly,  and  dispose  of  the 
skin  in  whatever  way  you  see  fit,  including  .  .  .  Oh 

fuck,  I  don't  know:  making  whips  out  of  it  and  walk- 
ing stark  naked  into  an  OAS  meeting  flagellating 

each  other,  or  something!" 
Kevin  gazed  at  his  sister  seriously.  "So,  what  do 

you  say?  We  learn,  or  we  don't.  But  one  other  thing 
to  consider  is  that  for  that  skin  to  be  any  good,  it  has 

to  be  fresh.  I  don't  know  how  fresh — maybe  a  couple 
of  days,  even;  that's  how  long  Fir  was  without  his. 
But  we  don't  have  forever,  not  if  we're  gonna  use  that 
skin.  And,"  he  went  on,  "wouldn't  you  feel  really  bad 
if  that  poor  dolphin  had  to  undergo  that  torture  in 
vain?  I  mean,  I  heard  its  cries,  sis.  And  I  hope  I  never 

hear  anything  like  that  again,  'cause  it's  like  what 
you  hear  in  those  nightmares  that  wake  you  up  with 
your  bed  soaked  with  sweat  and  your  heart  racing 

ninety  kliks  an  hour!" 
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Carolyn  stared  at  him  dully,  her  face  bleak  with 

resignation.  "I  was  afraid  you'd  come  up  with  some- 
thing like  that." 

"Yeah,  and  this  time  tomorrow  you  should  know 
the  rest,"  'Bird  inserted.  "Assumin'  you  put  on  that 
blessed  skin!" 

But  still  Carolyn  looked  uncertain.  "I  don't  know 
guys,  I  just  don't  know!  I  mean  you're  asking  a  lot — 
a  lot  more  than  you  even  know." 

"We're  asking  you  to  be  the  emissary  of  human- 
kind to  a  whole  new  world,  Cary,"  Kevin  told  her 

softly.  "It's  like  first  contact.  Think  of  all  those  mov- 
ies we  saw  as  kids  about  people  from  space  arriving 

on  earth.  Only  this  time  we  're  the  space  people,  and 
the  earth  folks  have  sent  the  ship  to  us!" 

"  'Govt:  Klaatu  barada  nikto, ' "  Stormy  quoted, 
with  a  wary  chuckle.  "Or  however  you  say  it." 

Kevin  glared  at  him,  then  shifted  his  gaze  back  to 
his  sister.  She  looked  wretched:  absolutely  misera- 

ble. He  knew  she  hated  making  decisions  like  this: 

when  head  said  one  thing  and  heart  another.  "Some- 
thing else  is  botherin'  you,  isn't  it?"  he  ventured  at last. 

She  nodded  bleakly.  "I'm  .  .  .  afraid,  Kev,"  she  re- 
plied in  a  small  voice.  "I'm  really,  really  afraid.  Not 

of  shifting  shape,  or  anything  like  that,  not  really. 
Nor  am  I  scared  to  meet  the  dolphins  or  to  find  out 

what  it  is  they  want  me  to  know.  It's  just  that .  .  . 
Well,  basically,  I'm  afraid  of  the  orcas." 

Kevin  cocked  his  head.  "You  think  they're  still  out 
there?" 

"No  reason  to  assume  otherwise." 

"But  what  about  those  sensors  over  at  that  place 
you  work  at?"  'Bird  asked  suddenly.  "Couldn't  you 
use  them  to  find  out  if  the  coast  was  clear?" 

"Not  without  prompting  about  a  zillion  questions," 
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Carolyn  shot  back  instantly.  "Of  which  I've  had 
quite  enough  lately,  thank  you  very  much!  Never 
mind  what  would  happen  if  Nesheim  found  out  I 

could  shape-shift!  Plus  I  don't  want  to  drag  Rudy  and 
Hassie  into  this,  which  I  wouldn't  be  able  to  prevent 
if  they  knew.  But  seriously,  'Bird  .  .  .  I've  only  got  a 
hunch  about  this,  and  it's  a  brand-new  idea  so  there 
may  be  holes  in  it  as  big  as  some  of  those  that've 
lately  been  punched  in  you.  But .  .  .  well,  I  think  our 
cetacean  friends — or  enemies,  one — have  been  fool- 

ing with  the  electronic  records  over  at  'Why?'.  I 
think  they've  sabotaged  cameras — probably  the  or- 
cas  did  that  so  they  could  bite  the  melons  out  of 

dolphins  undetected.  But  I  think  they've  played 
head  games  with  people  too,  and  made  'em  go  to 
sleep,  or  fool  with  records,  or — " 

" — And  you  don't  want  to  go  up  against  anything 
that  could  do  that,"  Stormy  finished  for  her. 

"You  got  it." 
"And  you've  only  got  maybe  an  even  chance  of  it 

being  friend  or  foe,"  Stormy  added.  "I  mean,  if  I'm 
gonna  play  devil's  advocate  ..." 

"Right.  I  .  .  .  Well,  basically,  I  don't  want  to  have 
half  my  head  bitten  off  by  a  whacked-out  killer 

whale!" 
Kevin  could  only  grunt  agreement.  "It's  your  call, 

sis,"  he  said  finally.  "We've  all  had  our  say,  but  at 
the  bottom,  it's  your  call." 

Stormy  started  suddenly,  then  leapt  to  his  feet  and 

peered  intently  at  the  ocean.  "Yeah,"  he  echoed,  his 
eyes  narrowing  as  he  strained  his  vision.  "But  I  think 
you  might  want  to  check  with  those  guys,  too!" 

Kevin  turned  to  follow  his  line  of  sight — and  was 
not  surprised  to  see,  immediately  beyond  the  break- 

ers, where  the  sea  floor  fell  away  more  steeply,  the 

shapes  of  half  a  dozen  dolphins  dancing  and  cavort- 
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ing  in  the  waves.  "I'd  say  you  don't  need  to  worry 
about  the  orcas,"  he  cried  cheerfully.  "I  think  you'll 
have  an  escort  all  the  way." 

'Bird  likewise  stood,  his  face  hopeful,  but  grim. 
"Give  me  your  card,  Stormy,"  he  sighed.  "I'll  go  get 
the  skin.  Cary,  I'll  hold  it  up  behind  you.  You  won't 
have  to  even  look,  just  do  it  by  feel,  just .  .  .  put  it 

on." Carolyn  gnawed  her  lip — so  hard  Kevin  feared  to 
see  blood  there.  Her  gaze  darted  first  to  the  dolphins, 
then  to  the  expectant  faces  looming  above  her. 

Kevin  knew  she  was  confronting  the  hardest  deci- 
sion of  her  life  and  was  having  to  make  it  tired,  hun- 
gry, among  impatient  strangers,  and  without 

adequate  time  to  consider  all  the  ramifications.  She 
was,  in  short,  being  asked  to  act  on  instinct.  And  that 
was  a  situation  she  loathed. 

Abruptly,  she  stood.  "I'll  do  it,"  she  announced 
flatly,  not  looking  at  them,  but  continuing  to  gaze  at 

the  sea.  "  'Bird,  you  hold  it,  like  you  said.  I  won't 
look  at  the  skin.  And  I'd  appreciate  it  if  none  of  you 
looked  at  me.  First,  because  I  guess  I  have  to  do  this 
naked;  but  second,  because — well,  it  just  seems  like 

a  very  private  thing.  On  second  thought,  'Bird,  get 
the  skin,  but  give  it  to  Kev.  He's  actually  watched 
shifting  done — and  he's  already  seen  me  bare." 

Kevin  nodded  solemnly,  but  couldn't  resist  a  tri- 
umphant half  smirk  when  he  saw  the  disappoint- 

ment that  flickered  briefly  across  the  other  men's 
faces.  Boys  will  be  boys,  he  chuckled  to  himself.  Men 
will  be  men;  selkies  will  be  selkies,  I  guess  .  .  .  and 

my  sister's  gonna  be  a  dolphin] 
Carolyn  had  doffed  all  her  clothing  save  Stormy's 

serape,  and  had  waded  knee-deep  into  the  ocean 
when  'Bird  returned  with  the  skin.  He  held  it  rev- 

erently, as  though  it  were  a  priceless  fur — which, 
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given  what  had  been  paid  for  it,  it  most  certainly 
was.  Kevin  took  it  from  him,  holding  it  by  the  flesh 
just  above  the  pectoral  fins.  The  upper  parts  flopped 
forward  like  a  hood,  obscuring  the  less  pleasant  de- 

tails of  blowhole  and  eye  slits.  The  flukes  trailed  in 
the  water  between  his  legs.  Blood  swirled  there,  even 
after  all  this  time. 

Walking  slowly,  as  though  he  were  carrying  the 
host  at  church,  which  he  had  done  many  years  ago, 
Kevin  made  his  way  into  the  water  until  he  stood 
directly  behind  his  sister,  subtly  seeking  to  impose 
his  body  between  her  and  the  other  men  as  he  did. 
He  thought  they  had  too  much  class  to  leer  at  so 
serious  a  moment,  but  one  never  knew. 

"Ready  when  you  are,"  he  whispered  so  softly  only 
Carolyn  could  hear.  She  stiffened.  Beyond  her,  silver 
shapes  continued  to  leap  and  play  in  the  moonlit 
night. 

"Ready,"  she  called  to  the  waves,  as  though  she 
addressed  not  only  Kevin,  but  her  incipient  escort 
as  well. 

And  with  that,  she  tugged  the  serape  over  her 
head,  hesitated  an  instant,  then  dropped  it  into  the 

lazily  sliding  water  at  her  feet — and  reached  blindly 
back  for  the  skin. 

Kevin  took  a  half  step  forward  and  thrust  it  upon 
her,  rather  as  though  he  were  helping  a  woman  into 
an  exceedingly  large  and  ill-fitting  coat. 

It  slipped  from  his  fingers — or  tugged  away,  almost 
as  though  it  had  a  will  of  its  own.  He  gasped,  made 
to  grab  for  it,  but  then  he  saw  what  was  happening. 
Even  from  behind  he  saw,  though  he  looked  away 

quickly,  out  of  respect  for  Gary,  and — he  admitted 
it  at  last — the  presence  of  magic.  But  even  so,  he 
glimpsed  enough:  saw  that  skin  mold  to  the  shape  of 

his  sister's  back  and  shoulders,  then  saw  a  shift  and 
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flow  of  the  muscle  and  bone  beneath  as  they  likewise 

realigned  to  fill  out  the  dead  dolphin's  hide.  He 
thought  he  heard  her  cry  out — a  startled,  "Oh!" — 
and  closed  his  eyes,  unable  to  watch  any  longer. 

Not  until  he  heard  a  heavy  splash,  as  of  some  large 
object  hurling  itself  into  water,  did  he  dare  open  his 
eyes  again. 
— To  see  a  sleek  gray  dolphin  leaping  through  the 

breakers,  while  a  dozen  more  arched  through  the 
waves  toward  it,  chirping  out  a  joyous  greeting. 

Kevin  stood  silently  for  a  moment,  watching,  then 
scooped  the  sodden  serape  out  of  the  foam  and 
slowly  trudged  toward  shore,  where  his  other  two 
.  .  .  friends,  he  supposed  they  were  now,  were  al- 

ready stoking  the  fire. 



Chapter  XXXII: 
Vigil 

(El  Pais  Verde  ) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — the  wee  hours) 

"  'Bird?" 
"Wha— ?  Huh?" 

Something  warm  pressed  against  'Bird's  forehead. 
He  batted  it  away  reflexively,  utterly  without  think- 

ing. It  took  him  an  instant  to  realize  it  had  been 

heavy — like  a  hand. 
A  friend's  hand. 
Only  a  friend  would  have  touched  him  so. 

"  'Bird?  You  okay?" 

He  blinked  his  eyes  open,  only  then  aware  they'd 
drifted  closed.  He  saw  fire:  a  knee-high  blaze  on  a 
beach  of  white  sand  between  a  V  of  palm  logs  facing 

the  ocean.  A  man  sat  opposite:  skinny  and  wild- 
haired,  in  baggy  clothes — nervous-looking.  Kevin, 
his  groggy  brain  supplied.  Another  knelt  beside  him, 
shirtless  and  in  jeans.  He  appeared  concerned — an- 

gry too,  at  having  had  his  goodwill  rejected.  Storm- 
cloud. 

Buddy. 
Best  friend. 

"Must've  dozed  off,"  'Bird  yawned,  twisting  his 
neck  to  loosen  it.  It  popped  obligingly.  Something 

378 
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hard  prodded  his  shoulders,  where  he  sprawled  half 
on  one  of  the  trunks,  half  upon  the  sand.  He  shifted 
up  on  his  elbows.  Blinked  again. 

"Dozed  off — or  passed  out?"  Stormy  snorted, 
peering  at  him  though  eyes  narrow  with  suspicion. 

"Results're  the  same;  cause  is  different.  You've  got  a 
fever,  man — I  just  wanted  you  to  know  that." 

"Like  you  can  tell,  with  me  facin'  a  bloody  fire!" 
'Bird  growled  back,  levering  himself  full  upright.  "Je- 

sus, I  hurt,"  he  added  more  softly.  God  knew  Stormy had  saved  his  ass  twice  in  the  last  six  hours.  He 

therefore  owed  the  guy  something  approximating 
politeness. 

Shoot,  he'd  give  the  guy  a  lot  more  than  that — if 
he'd  leave  him  alone  long  enough  to  get  some  shut- 
eye.  "What  time  is  it?"  he  mumbled.  "I  seem  to  have 
lost  my  watch." 

"She's  been  gone  fifteen  minutes,  if  that's  what 
you're  wondering,"  Kevin  supplied  tersely.  'Bird 
stared  at  him  and  tried  to  see  any  resemblance  be- 

tween him  and  his  sister.  Half  sister,  he  corrected; 

so  he'd  divined.  There  wasn't  much:  pointed  noses, 
delicate  builds — probably  their  mom  wasn't  a  big 
lady.  Though  come  to  it,  he  thought  Kevin  had  said 
something  about  selkies  being  lightly  built:  sleek  and 
lithe  like  gymnasts  or  swimmers.  As  if  it  made  any 
difference. 

"Waiting's  a  bitch,"  Stormy  acknowledged,  pad- 
ding around  to  kneel  behind  him,  from  which  posi- 

tion he  began  to  massage  'Bird's  bare  shoulders 
unasked.  It  felt  good:  a  comfort  as  much  to  the  mind 
as  the  body,  a  token  of  closeness  between  them. 

!  'The  hardest  part,'  as  the  old  song  says,"  'Bird 
agreed,  and  hunched  over  so  Stormy  could  work 
lower. 

"Standing  vigil's  even  worse,"  Kevin  opined,  rising 
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and  beginning  to  pace.  "I  wish  we'd  thought  to  set  a 
'panic-by- when'  limit — we  don't  know  how  long  we'll 
need  to  stay  here,  or  if  she'll  even  return — never 
mind  return  here." 
"She  will,"  Stormy  assured  him.  "Her  new 

chums'll  see  to  that." 

Kevin  stopped  in  place  and  turned  to  face  'Bird, 
hands  in  pockets,  face  fire-gilded,  hair  like  an  orange 

flame,  burning  blue  down  the  center.  "I'm  sorry  I 
jumped  you  earlier,"  he  muttered.  "I  was  .  .  .  not  a 

happy  camper." 
"  'S  cool,"  'Bird  sighed,  closing  his  eyes  blissfully 

as  Stormy  shifted  his  attention  to  his  temples.  "You 
keep  on  doin'  that,  Mr.  Cloud,  you'll  have  me  snorin' 

again." "Not  a  bad  thing,"  Stormy  murmured.  "I  wish  we 
had  time  to  get  you  to  a  doc." 

"Nothing's  broken,  ruptured,  or  dislocated,"  'Bird 
replied.  "The  rest  is  designed  to  heal." 

"Yeah,  but  hurting's  not  a  lot  of  fun,  as  I  recall." 
"Dyin's  not  either,  and  Gary's  done  it  twice  in  the 

last  two  days." 
"Don't  get  any  ideas!" 
"Ha!" 

"Besides,"  Stormy  went  on,  "you  don't  get  that 
slice  down  your  middle  seen  to,  you're  gonna  have 
some  scarring." 

"Just  one  more  thing  to  brag  about  to  the  ladies." 
"You  brag  about  this,  you're  nuts!" 
'Bird  could  think  of  no  reply  that  wasn't  obvious, 

stupid,  or  inappropriate  to  the  gravity  of  the  occa- 
sion. Instead,  he  simply  sat  silently  for  a  good  fifteen 

minutes,  while  Stormy  worked  over  his  neck,  back, 
shoulders,  upper  arms,  and  head  with  his  strong  and 
supple  fingers.  It  felt  good — sooo  good.  Eventually 
'Bird  loosened  his  waistband  and  let  his  friend  have 
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a  go  at  the  big  tenderloin  muscles  in  his  lower  back, 
down  past  the  top  of  his  buttocks.  He  sighed  luxu- 
riously. 

"I  don't  do  this  for  just  anybody,"  Stormy  in- 
formed him,  shifting  back  to  his  shoulders. 

"I'm  glad,"  'Bird  yawned.  He  really  was  starting  to 
fade  now.  The  massage,  the  comfort  of  the  fire,  the 

steady  rhythm  of  Kevin's  pacing,  the  susurration  of 
waves  getting  fractious  as  the  tide  began  to  turn. 

"So  what  do  you  think  about  magic  now?"  Stormy asked  sometime  later. 

'Bird  shrugged — and  was  pleasantly  surprised  at how  much  looser  his  shoulders  felt. 

"Eloquent  but  imprecise,"  Stormy  informed  him. 
"Try  words." 

But  'Bird  couldn't  answer — not  in  a  way  he  could 
articulate  in  his  present  half-fevered  half-lethargic 
state.  Something  had  changed,  though.  Where  be- 

fore he  had  resisted  magic  because  he  couldn't  de- cide how  it  could  function  in  the  same  world 

as  holograms,  now  he  wasn't  so  certain  it  was  that 
incompatible.  Certainly  the  events  of  the  last  day 

had  shown  him  that  the  world  wasn't  as  cut-and- 
dried  as  sixty  hours  of  college-level  science  had  led 
him  to  believe.  And  it  occurred  to  him  then  that  one 

reason  he'd  resisted  magic  was  simply  fear  of  ridi- 
cule. For  in  spite  of  free  college  for  all  Native  Amer- 
icans, courtesy  Hopi  Solar,  Inc.,  Limited,  few  of  the 

young  men  and  women  he'd  grown  up  with  back  at 
Qualla  had  elected  to  avail  themselves  of  that  oppor- 

tunity. And  the  ones  who  had — mostly  the  folks  who 
staffed  Past-Blast  Corporation,  which  was  the  flashy 
commercial  extinct-and-endangered  species  pres- 
ervation-and-resurrection  arm  of  the  genetic  engi- 

neering combine  that  (with  a  little  Hopi  cash  on  the 
side),  kept  his  people  solvent  and  therefore  in- 
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dependent — were  all  first-rate  (to  use  a  slightly  ar- 
chaic term)  nerds. 

Which  in  the  real  world  meant  that  though  he'd 
been  brought  up  to  believe  in  what  most  of  the  world 

called  magic,  it  wasn't  a  subject  he  mentioned  in  his 
peer  group  circles  for  fear  of  being  thought  unso- 

phisticated. And  as  to  discussing  it  around  all  but  a 

very  few  white  boys — no  way. 
Only  Stormy  had  broken  through  the  armor  of  his 

misgivings,  and  that  but  recently. 
Now,  though,  it  looked  as  if  magic  was  real — or 

that  something  that  could  easily  be  described  as 
magic  was — and  that  in  order  to  come  to  grips  with 
how  it  fitted  into  his  life  he  had  no  choice  but  to 

throw  in  with  Carolyn  and  Kevin — and  Stormy — if 
he  was  to  keep  himself  sane. 

Yeah,  magic  might  not  be  so  bad — long  as  you  had 
other  folks  around  who  believed  in  it  too,  to  provide 
reality  checks  now  and  then. 

Which  still  didn't  tell  him  what  to  do  now:  not 
what  it  meant  to  be  what  some  were-seal  off  in  the 
wilds  of  Eireland  had  proclaimed  was  a  Singer.  Make 
that  the  Singer. 

Of  course,  he  was  a  singer — as  his  people  meant 
it.  He  drummed  and  he  danced  and  sometimes  he 

sang  songs  while  other  folks  danced  and  drummed. 
But  Singer  was  a  far  more  formal  title  to  Stormy. 
Shoot,  John  Lox  had  been  a  Dineh  Singer,  and  to 
them  it  meant  someone  who  guarded  the  rituals  by 
which  Navajo  life  was  properly  defined,  sanctified, 
and — sometimes — protected. 

But  what  did  it  mean  to  selkies — or  dolphins? 

"What  I  need  right  now,"  he  announced — too  late 
to  recall  it  before  he  was  committed — "is  a  good 
medicine  dream." 

"That's  an  odd  answer  to  a  question  I  asked  ten 
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minutes  ago,"  Stormy  muttered,  giving  'Bird's  shoul- 
ders the  rapid-fire  pounding  that  signaled  he  was 

done.  "Besides,"  he  continued,  "aren't  you  the  one 
who  said  you  despised  those  things?" 

"I  hated  what  I  feared,"  'Bird  replied.  "I  don't  fear 
'em  any  longer.  Or  maybe  there's  so  much  more  I'm 
afraid  of  now,  that  I  have  no  choice  but  to  consider 

'em  part  of  the  solution  'stead  of  the  problem." 
"An  excellent  attitude,"  Stormy  observed,  giving 

his  back  a  final  friendly  slap — which  left  a  pleasant 

aftertingle.  "Now  then,  you  wanta  know  something 
really  embarrassing?" 

'Bird  shot  him  a  sideways  grin.  "You  mean  besides 
how  you  got  that  scar  on  your  pecker?" 

"I've  never  had  a  medicine  dream  in  my  life.  I  talk 
about  'em  all  the  time  as  though  they  were  familiar 
things — but  I've  never  had  one." 

"I  think,"  'Bird  countered,  "yours  simply  come  to 
you  as  part  of  day-to-day  reality." 

"Perhaps." 
"You  wanta  know  something  really  embarras- 

sing" 
"You  mean  besides  how  you  ain't  got  no  pecker? 

Shoot." 
"I  think  I've  waited  too  long  to  take  a  leak." 
Stormy  rolled  his  eyes.  "Just  stay  away  from  the 

tires  on  my  Jeep." 
'Bird  bared  his  teeth  at  him  as  he  staggered  stiffly 

to  his  feet.  "I  may  be  a  while,"  he  cautioned.  "I  need 
to  be  by  myself  for  a  spell.  But  don't  worry,  I'll  leave 
a  clear  trail.  And  honk  three  times  if  Gary  gets  back 
'fore  I  do." 

"You  got  it,"  Stormy  nodded.  "Now  .  .  .  piss  off." 

Five  minutes  later,  a  hundred  meters  back  in  the 
jungle,  and  with  basic  biological  functions  having 



384  Tom  Deitz 

been  attended  to,  'Bird  found  what  he  sought.  A  huge 
tree  stood  there,  of  a  species  he  didn't  recognize,  but 
that  had  wide-based  roots  like  flying  buttresses. 
Moss  grew  between,  comprising  a  springy  cushion 
for  the  serape  he  spread  atop  it,  mostly  to  minimize 
contact  with  bugs.  Not  that  he  found  the  natural 
world  repulsive;  far  from  it.  But  he  liked  his  contact 
with  anything  sporting  more  than  four  legs  to  be  in 
seafood  restaurants. 

So  it  was,  with  his  butt  on  four  square  meters  of 

loose-woven  wool  and  his  back  against  fifty  meters 

of  very  tall  tree,  that  Thunderbird  Devlin  O'Connor 
closed  his  eyes  and,  for  the  first  time  in  his  life,  tried 
to  summon  magic. 

He  wasn't  sure  how  he  did  it,  and  part  of  him  ac- 
knowledged that  perhaps  it  was  in  large  part  due  to 

the  hot-and-cold  flashes  he  was  having  (Shock? 
Chill?  Fatigue?  Nameless  Malady?  Exotic  Tropical 
Disease?  Grossly  Unpleasant  Local  Parasite?  Allergy 

to  the  Utterly  Unbelievable?  Who  knew?) — but 

whatever  its  origin,  'Bird  found  himself  starting  to drift  in  no  time.  His  main  conscious  contribution 

was  the  seldom-practiced  meditation  exercise  his 
TM  teacher  in  college  had  called  centering.  Which 

basically  meant  that  he  focused  on  his  breathing — 
inhaling  deeply  through  his  nose,  and  exhaling 
slowly  through  his  mouth — while  trying  to  make  the 
rest  of  his  body  relax.  Over  and  over,  and  thank  God 

for  Stormy's  massage,  which  had  him  half-puddled 
already. 

Before  he  knew  it,  his  eyes  had  rolled  back  in  his 
head,  his  consciousness  was  collapsing  toward  some 
unseen  center — and  he  was  floating. 

.  .  .  floating  .  .  . 

.  .  .  darkness  first,  and  then  that  darkness  ac- 
quired tiny  sparkles  above  and  a  wider  sweep  of 
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shimmers  below  that  slowly  resolved  into  a  moonlit 
sky  above  a  choppy  ocean.  A  line  of  duller  darkness 
to  one  side  might  have  been  cliffs,  but  it  was  hard  to 
tell,  for  by  then  he  had  become  aware  of  a  third  type 
of  glitter,  these  in  long,  straight  slashes.  Meteors,  he 
told  himself  in  delight,  then  realized  there  were  too 
many,  that  they  were  tangibly  cold,  and  that  the  sky 
which  seconds  before  had  been  clear  was  now  wild 

with  flying,  tearing  cumuli.  Rain,  he  corrected  him- 

self. Storm's  brewing. 
As  soon  as  he  noticed  that,  all  hell  broke  loose. 

Clouds  gathered  like  black  flames  on  spilled  gaso- 
line. Thunder  rumbled.  Lightning  flashed.  The  rain 

stabbed  the  sea — and  the  nonbody  that  was  'Bird 
that  hovered  above  it — like  silver  darts  of  ice.  It  was 
worse  than  any  hurricane. 

'Bird  retreated  from  it.  But  even  so,  he  felt  himself 
beaten  to — not  earth,  for  the  earth  was  too  far  off — 
but  to  the  sea.  Waves  flashed  close  below  him,  flip- 

ping foam  at  him,  while  more  and  colder  rain  slashed 
him  from  above. 

It  was  then  that  he  heard  the  song.  Not  one  with 
words,  however;  it  transcended  that — if  transcend 
was  the  appropriate  term  for  something  that  by  its 
very  tone,  rhythm,  and  cadence  filled  his  soul  with 

dread.  It  was  like  Bach's  Toccata  and  Fugue  in  D 
Minor — the  old  Phantom  of  the  Opera  music — only 
a  million  times  eerier,  darker,  and  more  strange. 
And  no  organ,  not  one  with  ten  thousand  pipes, 
could  have  conjured  the  subtle  menace  of  that  half- 
heard  melody.  Dark  music  that  was:  darker  than 
night,  full  of  subsonics  and  infrasound,  as  though  the 
continental  plates  themselves  were  sounding  boards 
for  what  was  too  deep  for  human  lungs. 

It  was  horrible — and  wonderful — as  death  and  vi- 
olence and  wild  winds  in  the  sky  are  wonderful  in 
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their  own  way;  but  intolerable  by  implication  be- 
cause the  whole  theme  of  that  song  was  defeat  and 

destruction  and  utter  resignation  to  despair. 

'Bird  shuddered  and  tried  to  move  away,  but  the 
music  had  trapped  him,  had  hooked  onto  the  hidden 
dark  depths  of  his  soul  and  would  not  let  go. 

Down  and  down  it  dragged  him,  pouring  his  self 
ever  fuller  of  a  nameless,  hopeless  dread. 

Deeper  .  .  . 
Another  few  seconds,  and  he  would  give  up  and 

will  himself  to  die. 

And  then,  beyond  hope,  a  second  song  intruded. 
It  commenced  as  a  counter  to  the  dark  melody  that 
had  enthralled  him,  and  some  part  of  him  told  him 
that  it  was  almost  a  mirror  image:  its  highs  as  high 

as  the  dark  tune's  lows  were  low,  the  two  melodies 
barely  interfacing  at  their  highest  and  lowest  notes 
respectively. 

He  found  hope  with  that,  and  rose  with  it,  and 
gazed  at  the  sky  again,  in  lieu  of  the  inky  depths  of 
what  must  be  a  bottomless,  empty  ocean. 

The  sky  was  clearing,  and  the  song  of  light  grew 
stronger,  and  with  it  the  clouds  were  swept  away, 
and  stars  showed,  and  a  moon,  and  the  song  grew 
even  louder,  even  brighter:  brass  replacing  bassoon. 

But  the  dark  roared  back:  a  thunderous  shout  that 

split  the  heavens  like  the  organ  chord  that  opened 

the  final  movement  of  Saint-Saens's  Organ  Sym- 
phony. And  so  they  fought  there:  light  and  dark.  And 

each  time  the  song  of  light  overpowered  the  other 
and  filled  the  world  free  and  clear,  the  clouds  fled 
the  sky  and  peace  reigned  over  the  ocean.  But  every 
time  the  dark  hymn  countered,  the  clouds  came 
flapping  back  like  carrion  birds,  and  waves  rose  like 
a  vast  army  rattling  foamy  spears. 
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'Bird  did  not  know  how  long  that  battle  lasted — 
for  it  was  a  battle  as  sure  as  day  followed  night,  as 
sunlight  followed  storm. 

Yet  still  there  was  no  obvious  victor,  though  'Bird 
got  a  sense  of  vast  weariness  on  both  sides.  Never 
once  did  he  see  the  singers — nor  get  any  notion, 
even,  of  what  sort  of  beings  they  might  be,  to  use  the 
very  elements  as  weapons  in  their  wars.  But  there 
was  one  aspect  of  the  sunlight  song  he  latched  onto 
as  though  it  were  a  rope  thrown  to  a  drowning  man, 
and  that  was  the  beat  that  rode  under  it  and  wove 

through  it,  and  strengthened  it  and  gave  it  drive, 
where  the  song  of  the  dark  was  mostly  atonal  and 
formless,  without  focus  or  rhythm. 

'Bird  had  heard  that  beat  before,  too — if  only  he could  remember  .  .  . 
He  did! 

He'd  heard  it  first  during  the  vision  in  John  Lox's 
sweat  lodge.  It  was  the  rhythm  of  the  song  the  dol- 

phins sang  as  they  worshiped  Garolvn  Mauney- 
Griffith. 

It  was  also  the  beat  the  Salmon-fisher  had 

pounded  out  not  a  day  later,  while  'Bird  slumbered 
heavily  on  his  own  bed. 

And  finally,  it  was  the  beat  of  his  heart  in  this 
latest  medicine  dream. 

And  this  time  he  would  remember. 

When  his  eyes  slitted  open,  it  was  to  see  a  flicker 
of  ruddy  light  straight  ahead:  the  fire  on  the  beach 
miraculously  making  its  way  through  a  hundred  me- 

ters of  tree  trunks  and  foliage  to  comfort  him  here. 
But  more  importantly,  it  was  to  hear  his  nails  tap- 

ping out  a  blessedly  familiar  beat  on  the  taut  wooden 
buttress  of  the  nameless  tree  that  had  sheltered  him 
while  he  dreamed. 
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He  continued  tapping,  tapped  for  at  least  five 
minutes,  and  along  with  it  he  wove  the  syllables  of 

a  wordless  song,  to  better  fix  it  in  his  memory — until 
he  knew  it  was  locked  away,  a  hoard  of  power  be- 

yond price,  there  in  the  vaults  of  his  mind. 



Chapter  XXXIII: 
Deep  Trouble 
(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — the  wee  hours) 

This  is  so  neat!  Carolyn  all  but  crowed  to  herself, 
as  a  flick  of  her  flukes  sent  her  flying  through  the 
latest  phalanx  of  wave  crests  faster  than  she  could 

have  imagined.  She  loved  water  anyway — always 

had.  And  she'd  instinctively  been  a  first-class  swim- 
mer, indeed  could  recall  no  time  when  she  could  not 

hold  her  breath  (both  quirks  due  to  her  latent  selkie 

blood,  she  now  concluded).  And  whatever  had  hap- 

pened to  her  during  her  second  "death,"  when  her 
whole  body  had  simply  reversed ,  had,  in  its  own 
way,  been  wonderful  too. 

But  this  .  .  .  !  Flashing  along  the  currents  at  what 
seemed  the  speed  of  thought  surpassed  everything 

she'd  ever  dreamed.  Up,  down,  right,  left — it  mat- 
tered not  which  motion  she  chose;  she  could  achieve 

it  instantly,  without  the  irritation  of  augmenting  ap- 
parati,  however  unobtrusive. 

And  best  of  all,  she  finally  had  someone  to  share 
it  with,  where  before,  even  among  her  closest  com- 

rades, she'd  been  unable  to  let  go  those  last  few  de- 
grees that  truly  defined  her  limits — mostly  because 

she'd  already  been  better  at  anything  involving  wa- 
389 
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ter  than  anvone  at  either  Trinity,  Monaco,  or  even 
"Why?". 

Here,  however,  she  had  peers,  challengers — com- 
petitors, even:  a  bloody  lot  of  those.  Of  which  nearly 

two  dozen  were  scything  through  the  water  with  her 
now,  poised  for  the  nonce,  as  was  she,  in  that  clear/ 
gray  zone  barely  beneath  the  wave  tops  where 
moonlight  still  worked  its  glittering  way.  Kat  and  Bo 
were  two  of  that  company:  the  two  who  swished  clos- 

est beside  her,  that  poked  her  and  prodded  her  most 
vehemently,  and  bade  her  play  tag  with  them  with 
the  greatest  enthusiasm.  But  others  swam  with  her 

as  well:  a  score  of  steely  shadow-shapes,  that  had 
met  her  past  the  breakers  and  now  escorted  her 
who-knew- where . 

As  if  it  mattered!  Well,  yes  it  did,  but  the  going 
seemed  as  important  as  arrival. 

And  then  there  was  the  song.  In  some  ways,  that 
was  the  best  thing,  simply  because  it  was  so  utterly 
unexpected.  Oh,  whales  sang — humpbacks  in  par- 

ticular— and  dolphins  could  be  as  chatty  as  old 
women  in  Dublin  pubs.  But  the  song  she  was  reveling 
in  was  that  unheard  symphony  that  drifted  through 
her  consciousness  like  countless  radio  stations  all 

playing  different  tunes,  but  all  set  to  the  same  beat, 
and  with  harmonizing  melodies.  There  were  even 
words — of  course.  Though  a  more  apt  description 
might  have  been  image  sequences — except  that 
didn't  work  either  because  there  were  strong  shades 
of  emotion,  like  (in  the  primary  world)  lonesome 
blues  or  stirring  overtures  or  joyful  marches.  But 

even  that  wasn't  precisely  accurate,  because  there 
was  also  a  shading  of  subtle  intricacy — a  game,  al- 

most, of  fitting  exactly  the  right  image  with  the  ideal 

"sound"  with  the  proper  emotion,  with  the  correct 
.  .  .  Well,  word  was  far  too  narrow  a  concept,  but 
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nothing  else  suited.  It  was  like  trying  to  "read  a 
Celtic  interlace,"  or  write  poetry  to  fit  a  fugue. 

Never  mind  the  .  .  .  color.  That  was  the  only  way 

Carolyn  could  describe  the  ever-shifting  differences 
in  intensity  and  urgency  that  seemed  vaguely  anal- 

ogous to  a  synthesis  of  accent,  body  language,  and 
age/sex/experience. 

And  on  top  of  all  that,  a  disconcertingly  large  num- 
ber of  the  images  were  not  of  dolphins  at  all,  nor  of 

anything  else  in  the  undersea  universe.  Rather,  they 
were  sight  bites  of  humans  and  affairs  on  land.  And 

not  merely  today's  world.  Already  she'd  caught  a 
flash  of  snowfields  and  soldiers  in  heavy  fur  caps  and 

thought  Imperial  Russia.  She'd  noted  Roman  sol- 
diers and  Irish  warriors,  and  glimpsed  three  distinct 

naval  battles  involving  those  huge  floating  palaces 

that  had  sailed  the  Spanish  Main.  She'd  even  seen  a 
sequence  involving  a  vast  stone  pyramid  atop  which 
a  man  in  gaudy  feathered  regalia  flourished  a  human 
heart  on  high.  Never  mind  countless  humbler  mo- 

ments in  human  affairs.  It  was  like  being  in  an  elec- 
tronics store:  the  ones  with  wall- wide  banks  of 

television  sets,  all  turned  to  competing  channels. 

If  only  it  weren't  so  darned  confusing!  For  mar- 
velous as  it  was,  sometimes  the  visual  snippets  came 

close  to  fast-forward  chaos,  the  singing  to  cacoph- 
ony. 

But  suppose  she  tried  to  attend  just  one.  One  .  .  . 
color,  maybe,  the  simplest  melody,  perhaps. 

Yeah,  that  was  working.  It  was  like  tuning  a  ra- 
dio— and  a  TV,  both  at  the  same  time.  But  she  man- 

aged it:  focusing  first  on  one  theme — a  sprightly 
piece,  like  a  psychic  jig.  She  almost  had  it  now,  and 
the  more  intently  she  tried  to  key  in  to  that  song 
alone,  the  easier  it  became. 
And  then  suddenly  she  had  it,  bright  and  clear. 
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Only  it  wasn't  a  song  anymore,  it  was  .  .  .  words. 
Real  words,  but  without  the  underlying  sense  of  ef- 

fort— or  reserve — that  had  tempered  them  when 

she'd  still  been  overtly  human.  And  with  a  far 
greater,  yet  more  subtle,  richness  added. 

Welcome,  a  dolphin  "said."  You  have  been  a  long 
time  in  coming.  A  long  time  learning  to  listen. 
Katana? 

Not  my  name,  but  if  it  pleases  you,  I  will  answer 
to  that. 
And  Bo?  Is  she  here? 

Listen  a  little  loud  of  me,  a  little  faster,  and  a  little 
blue. 

Carolyn  would  have  scowled  had  she  had  the  mus- 
cles for  it,  but  attempted  what  Katana  suggested,  one 

"quality"  after  another,  and  found  success. 
Welcome,  Carolyn,  came  Bokken's  "voice,"  then: 

eager  and  joyful  and  amazed.  And  what  .  .  .  Katana 
has  forgotten  to  tell  you  is  that  while  you  were  in- 

deed a  long  time  in  coming,  we  had  hoped  never  to 
need  you  at  all — and  yet  it  has  come  to  this. 

Come  to  what? 

Let  me  explain,  a  third  voice  inserted — like  a  soft 
yellow  reel. 

We  defer  to  you,  Mother-Queen-Sister,  Bo  replied 
instantly. 
And  I!  From  Katana. 

Welcome .  .  .  land-daughter,  seal-daughter,  and 
now,  dolphin-daughter  too,  the  new  presence  told 
Carolyn,  and  somehow  she  knew  that  speech  was  for 
her  alone. 

Greetings  .  .  .  Mother-Queen-Sister?  It  is  an 
honor  to  speak  with  you. 

It  is  an  honor  to  speak  at  all\  the  Mother-Queen- 
Sister  replied.  Would  that  our  shadow-kin  the  orcas 
remembered  that  more  often  than  they  do. 
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They  do  seem  to  have  been  .  .  .  forgetting  them- 
selves a  lot  lately,  Carolyn  agreed  cautiously. 

Rather  say  that  they  are  remembering — but  re- 
membering the  wrong  things.  But  come,  I  should 

tell  you  my  name. 

Carolyn  listened,  but  the  complex  knot  of  com- 
bined sound,  image,  and  rhythm  that  came  into  her 

mind  had  no  human  analog.  Yet  she  knew  she  would 
recognize  it  again,  no  matter  when  she  heard  it,  the 

same  way  she  could  identify  someone's  face  and  yet 
have  no  way  to  describe  him  or  her. 

And  you  already  know  mine,  apparently,  Carolyn 
noted  when  she  had  finished. 

And  much  more — which  I  am  certain  you  also 
would  like  to  know. 

And  will  be  glad  to  hear  when  we  get .  .  .  wher- 
ever it  is  we  are  going. 

Ah,  but  in  that  you  are  thinking  like  a  human, 
which  is  to  say  you  are  thinking  that  thinking  and 
doing  are  two  separate  acts,  that  one  cannot  think 
well  while  doing. 

I  see  .  .  . 

We  are  going  nowhere,  in  particular,  for  there  is 
nowhere  to  go,  but  also  everywhere;  therefore,  it  is 
always  time  to  talk — except  of  course  when  it  is 
time  to  sing. 

Ah,  yes  .  .  .  and  very  fine  singing  it  is  too. 
No  better,  though  more  complex,  than  some  of 

your  people's  own. 
Thank  you. 

You  are  welcome — and  welcome  again,  for 
though  we  could  converse  like  this  for  a  thousand 
sunrises,  yet  it  would  put  neither  your  mind  to  rest 
nor  ours. 

Ah! 
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You  are  too  polite  to  hurry  me,  yet  curiosity 
shades  your  voice  toward  orange. 

Carolyn  would  have  laughed,  had  she  been  able. 
Let  us  drink  air,  and  then  I  will  tell  you  the  krill 

of  what  you  need  to  know. 
And  with  that,  her  companion  flicked  her  flukes 

and  flew  upward — to  launch  herself  into  the  sky. 
Carolyn  followed,  and  felt,  for  a  moment,  as  though 
she  too  were  a  moonbeam:  a  creature  of  liquid  light 
suspended  between  sea  and  heaven. 

— Then  impact,  like  sliding  into  silver,  and  she 
was  swimming  again,  while  the  Mother-Queen-Sister 
resumed  her  image-song. 
Bokken  has  told  you  that  we  have  long  hoped  for 

you  to  join  us,  yet  we  feared  that  too;  for  though  we 
had  prepared  for  you,  we  hoped  never  to  have  need 

of  you— for  we  had  hoped  this  time  would  never 
come. 

What  time? 

That  dolphin  magicians  would  need  the  aid  of 
human  magicians  to  strengthen  our  ancient  song. 

Song  .  .  .? 
Listen,  then,  child  of  earth,  and  know  .  .  .  ! 
The  first  things  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  of  the 

Aztlan  Dolphins  told  Carolyn  were  mostly  items  she 
already  either  knew  or  suspected,  the  majority  of 
them  via  her  brother. 

Dolphins  were  intelligent;  that  was  a  given.  In- 
deed, though  they  seemed  to  have  come  to  sentience 

later  than  humans  in  the  long  scale  of  time,  they 
were  at  least  as  intelligent  in  terms  of  raw  thinking 
power,  learning  capacity,  and  such.  The  differences 
lay  in  the  obvious  fact  that,  lacking  physical  means 
to  measure,  assess,  and  manipulate  the  material 
world,  they — as  was  inevitable  with  thinking  beings 
cognizant  of  the  passage  of  time  and  their  own  mor- 
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tality — had  found  no  choice  but  to  fall  back  on  their 
mental  skills  to  achieve  those  same  ends — and 
sometimes  in  lieu  of  them.  The  upshot  was  that  most 
were  telepathic,  the  same  way  most  men  could 
speak.  But  not  merely  telepathic,  for  that  art  took 
several  forms  with  them. 

Mind-to-mind  communication  was  the  most  com- 

mon, and  the  one  most  easily  experienced  and  un- 

derstood by  humans.  Oral  "speech"  among  them 
served  much  the  same  function  that  gestures,  hand 
signals,  or  body  language  did  among  humans:  to  add 
subtlety  or  spin  to  emotions  or  facts.  But  not  only 
did  they  speak  mind-to-mind  among  themselves, 
they  were  also  able  to  communicate  that  way  with 
many  other  sea  mammals,  including  selkies,  whom, 

however,  they  imperfectly  understood,  perhaps  be- 
cause of  their  dual  natures. 

More  interesting,  however,  was  the  fact  that  dol- 
phins could  also  hitchhike  in  human  minds,  the 

more  skilled  among  them  to  the  point  of  sharing  all 
human  senses  simultaneously  with  the  unwary  host. 
In  the  case  of  subnormal  host  minds — the  mentally 
deficient,  the  profoundly  unconscious,  and  such — it 
was  often  possible  for  the  cowalker  (that  was  the  way 
Carolyn  thought  of  it,  though  the  term  from  Scots 
folklore  actually  meant  something  slightly  different) 
physically  to  manipulate  the  human  host.  Unfortu- 

nately, orcas  tended  to  be  better  at  cowalking  (co- 
riding  rather)  than  other  delphinidae — the  results  of 

which  Kev  and  'Bird  had  only  too  graphically  wit- 
nessed. Carolyn  wanted  to  press  that  subject,  but  the 

Mother-Queen-Sister  suggested  that  other  things 
were  more  rightly  to  be  explained  next,  so  she  fell 
contritely  silent. 

And  just  as  well,  for  the  next  bit  of  information 
truly  floored  her. 
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As  I  have  told  you,  we  often  coride,  the  Mother- 
Queen-Sister  began.  But  what  I  have  not  explained 
is  that  while  coriding,  our  kind  have  witnessed  the 

entire  scope  of  your  kind's  history — and  shared  it 
amongst  ourselves.  And  of  even  more  importance, 
to  your  kind,  is  the  fact  that  it  is  typical  for  one  of 
our  folk  to  coride  with  only  one  particular  human 
throughout  his  or  her  life.  We  find  that  it  provides 

a  richer  experience,  for  our  emotions  begin  to  res- 

onate with  the  host's,  and  vice  versa. 
Very  interesting  indeed,  Carolyn  acknowledged. 
Ah  yes,  but  even  more  interesting  is  the  fact  that, 

unlike  your  kind,  who  bind  up  your  learning  in  ex- 
ternal things,  while  the  vast  seas  of  your  mind  go 

unused,  our  kind  newer  forget  save  when  we  will  it! 
A  useful  talent. 
More  useful  than  you  imagine,  to  the  scholars 

among  your  kind.  For  not  only  do  we  not  forget,  but 
information  acquired  by  coriding  is  often  passed 
from  generation  to  generation  entire;  as  your  kind 
pass  down  stories,  novels,  cinema,  and  so  on! 

So  you're  saying  that  we — humans — our  entire 
species — is  ...  a  library  or ...  or  video  store  for 
dolphins? 

There  is  more  to  it  than  that  by  far,  but  the  anal- 
ogy is  accurate. 

Carolyn  froze  in  mid-stroke.  How  .  .  .  long  have 
you  been  doing  this?  she  asked  carefully. 

As  long  as  your  kind  have  dwelt  near  enough  the 
sea  for  us  to  coride.  Distance  does  make  a  differ- 

ence. If  the  host  ventures  too  far  inland,  coriding 
becomes  dangerous — though  that  has  not  stopped 
some  of  us. 
And  you  remember  perfectly?  And  pass  these 

memories  down? 
Yes. 
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But  that  means  .  .  .  that  you — that  you  might 
know  what  history  only  speculates  about — assum- 

ing you  coride  with  the  proper  people!  Oh  my  God! 
You  .  .  .  must  have  a  store  of  human  history  sur- 

passing our  own. 
We  do!  Which  is  another  reason  you  should  aid 

us. 

But  the  Mother-Queen-Sister's  remark  slipped 
right  over  Carolyn's  head,  so  intent  was  she  on  pon- 

dering the  ramifications  of  what  she  had  just  been 
told.  Jesus  Christ,  she  cried  suddenly.  He  lived  near 

the  sea  .  .  .  And  London's  not  that  far,  so  the  princes 
in  the  tower  .  .  .  !  And  Saint  Brandon's  voyage  .  .  .  ! 
And  the  Marine  Sulfur  Queen !  And  .  .  . 

The  mysteries  of  the  ages — your  ages — all  laid 
bare,  when  speech  between  our  two  kinds  becomes 
facile.  But  if  that  is  ever  to  be  a  reality,  you  must 
aid  us. 

Oh  .  .  .  right.  You  keep  referring  to  needing  my 

help.  Sorry  .  .  .  but — Well,  you  just  gave  me  a  lot  to 
swallow! 

I  thought  you  would  be  pleased.  .  .  . 
So  .  .  .  what  can  I  do  for  you? 

First  of  all,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  replied,  you 
should  know  that  some  of  our  intentions  are  totally 
selfish.  Humans  are  the  only  other  beings  on  this 
planet  as  interesting  to  us  as  we  are  to  ourselves; 
and  since  your  world  is  one  we  can  never  access 
easily,  whereas  you  sometimes  venture  into  ours, 
we  would  hate  for  anything  to  happen  to  our  pri- 

mary source  of  wonder  and  entertainment — and 
scientific  knowledge,  of  course. 

I  sense  a  but  impending. 
Indeed  there  is!  For  you  are  surely  aware  that 

your  kind  have  been  less  than .  .  .  discreet  about 
how  you  have  threatened  the  treasures  of  the  nat- 
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ural  world.  I  certainly  do  not  need  to  tell  you  what 
you  have  done  to  the  sea! 

But  we're  improving!  Carolyn  protested.  It's 
taken  us  a  while,  but .  .  . 

You  are,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  agreed,  but  per- 
haps not  fast  enough.  And  here  I  should  tell  you 

something  else  your  historians  may  find  of  interest. 
For  not  only  can  we  control  those  who  are  mentally 
deficient,  we  can  also  unite,  by  singing,  to  control 
conventional  minds.  We  do  not  like  to  do  this  for 
ethical  reasons,  and  it  is  seldom  done,  but  it  does 

happen.  Too,  we  can  sing  dreams — ideas — and 
such  like  into  the  minds  of  those  to  whom  they 
might  be  useful .  .  .  like  you,  or  your  friend  Thun- 
derbird  O'Connor. 

So  basically  what  you're  saying  is  that  through- 
out history  you  guys  have  sometimes  united  to  sing 

us  to  a  higher  understanding  of  ourselves  and  our 
world? 

Yes.  You,  who  have  so  many  external  things  to 
tempt  you,  sometimes  do  not  spend  enough  time  in 

your  own  minds.  Ethics,  logic,  philosophy — in 
these  our  kind  surpass  you. 

But .  .  . 

The  Renaissance  was  not  wholly  spontaneous, 
Carolyn,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  confided,  with 
humorous  sly  pride,  like  a  parent  producing  a  long- 
awaited  present  for  a  child.  Nor  were  the  ethical  cri- 

ses of  the  mid-years  of  the  last  century,  nor  the 
political  upheavals  and  peace  movements  that  fol- 

lowed. Surely  you  have  heard  it  said  that  it  was 
almost .  .  .  magical  the  way  the  repressive  govern- 

ments in  eastern  Europe  collapsed  one  after  the 
other! 

You  guys  did  that? 
We .  .  .  assisted. 
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But  why? 
To  preserve  our  source  of  entertainment,  to  draw 

your  attention  from  fear  and  sadness  to  more  prof- 
itable concerns.  And,  incidentally,  to  protect  our- 

selves. 
From  what? 

Let  me  tell  you  something  else,  as  a  means  to  that. 

Everything  you've  told  me  incites  me  to  wonder, 
so  tell  me  whatever  you  want! 

There  is  a  problem.  With  the  orcas,  there  is  a 
problem. 

I've  seen  some  of  that,  I  think,  but  I  didn't  know 
why. 
Why  is  because  many  of  them,  especially  the 

young  and  impatient,  do  not  see  your  affairs  as 
quite  so  benign  as  we.  Their  view  is  that  humans 

are  far  too  dangerous  to  play  with  as  we  do.  There- 
fore, they  have  lately  adopted  two  tacks  to  thwart 

our  effort  to  bring  our  kinds  together.  The  first  is 
that  they  have  taken  to  attacking  your  kind  by  the 

only  means  they  have:  by  singing  up  "natural"  dis- 
asters, such  as  the  hurricanes  that  have  plagued 

your  mother's  land  these  last  few  years — which  act 
has  also  carried  with  it  the  subsidiary  intent  of 
forcing  selkies  to  cooperate  with  them,  to  protect 
that  land  that  was  their  ancient  home. 

And  they  do  this  through  singing? 
By  singing  together,  those  among  them — or  us — 

who  have  strong  minds  can  use  those  minds  to  af- 
fect those  forces  your  kind  have  not  yet 

discovered — those  energies  you  would  call  magic. 
For  is  not  magic  the  manipulation  of  the  forces  of 
the  world  by  intangible  means?  Certainly  that  has 
been  said.  But  it  has  also  been  said,  in  response  to 
chaos  theory  (I  told  you  we  were  philosophers)  that 
a  butterfly  flaps  its  wings  in  Peking  and  a  hurri- 
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cane  hits  Miami.  And  .  .  .  a  butterfly  is  a  very  easy 
thing  to  manipulate  .  .  . 

I  see. 

Which  brings  us  to  our  second  problem  with  our 
orca  kin,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  went  on.  J  have 
told  you  that  we — and  they — can  unite  and  sing 
and  so,  among  other  things,  affect  the  weather.  This 
is  not  an  activity  we  have  often  practiced  in  the 
past,  for  your  world  is  your  world,  and  not  for  us 
to  meddle  with  in  a  way  that  does  damage.  But  with 
some  orcas  determined  to  destroy  your  kind  by  con- 

triving natural  disasters,  we  have  no  choice  but  to 
oppose  them. 

Unfortunately,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  con- 
cluded, they  have  begun  to  oppose  our  opposition — 

by  reducing  the  number  of  our  singers — our 
magicians — who  can  challenge  them.  You  have 
yourself  seen  the  results  of  their  efforts  to  this  end. 
The  last  was  in  a  bay  not  far  from  here. 

The  dolphin  mutilations! 
We  would  say  magician  assassinations,  but  yes. 
If  I  can  help  prevent  that!  Just  ask! 
That  is  exactly  what  I  am  doing.  Orcas  sing  up 

literal  storms,  we  sing  up  figurative  calm  seas;  it 
is  as  simple  as  that.  The  balance  between  the  two 
has  been  wavering  in  their  favor  lately.  And  in  the 
last  few  years  they  have  learned  to  walk  among 
men  themselves.  Who  knows  what  mischief  they 
may  wreak  now? 

Well,  Carolyn  said  after  a  pause.  You've  just  told 
me  so  much  .  .  .  it's  going  to  take  a  while  for  me  to assimilate  it  all. 

Which  time  we  may  not  have.  For  the  orcas — and 
it  is  not  all  orcas,  be  assured — have  been  training 
magicians  faster  than  we,  and  destroying  ours  as 
well.  Now  the  balance  is  upset,  and  we  fear  that 
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while  we  wait  to  rebuild  our  strength,  they  will  sing 
more  disasters — so  many  they  could  spell  an  end 
to  everything. 

So  what  can  I  do?  Carolyn  asked  simply.  I've  been 
told  my  brother  is  the  Word  and  my  friend  'Bird  we 
think  is  the  Singer,  but  I'm  supposed  to  be  the 
Way — and  I  don't  know  what  that  is.  Which  is  why 
I  actually  came  here! 

Carolyn  sensed  an  emotion  that  was  the  telepathic 

equivalent  of  a  smile.  What  can  you  do?  the  Mother- 
Queen-Sister  echoed.  Why,  your  role  is  simple:  hu- 

mans have  a  magic  of  their  own,  though  they  do  not 

often  use  it.  Sometimes,  however,  it  surfaces — for 

example,  in  your  brother's  books,  the  power  of 
whose  words  can  actually  influence  belief,  which 
is  a  crucial  component  in  magic.  He  thinks  he  is 
composing  stories,  but  in  reality  he  is  contriving 

mighty  spells — for  as  your  friend  Stormcloud  spec- 
ulated earlier  this  evening  (one  of  us  corides  with 

him  quite  often),  to  name  a  thing  and  describe  a 
thing  is  to  gain  power  over  that  thing;  and  to  then 
sing  about  it,  is  to  imbue  it  with  yet  more  power, 
so  that  to  change  the  song  can  sometimes  change 
the  thing  itself! 

I'm  not  sure  I  understand. 
Think  about  it .  .  .  think  about  those  very  words, 

and  you  will  come  to  understanding. 

So  you're  saying  .  .  . 
That  should  your  brother  write  the  proper  song, 

and  have  it  empowered  by  a  singer  such  as  Thun- 

derbird  O'Connor,  you,  who  can  speak  to  our  kind, 
can  translate  it  into  a  form  we  can  use  to  defeat  the 
troublesome  orcas  hereabout. 

Oh!  Carolyn  replied  in  surprise.  Actually  that 

doesn't  sound  all  that  difficult. 
It  is  far  more  difficult  than  you  imagine!  And 
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there  is  one  final  complication,  which  is  that  what- 
ever is  done  must  be  done  quickly.  Dawn  is  nearly 

upon  us;  the  next  sunset  will  bring  the  full  moon, 
which  is  when  those  forces  the  orcas  draw  on  to 
produce  their  weather  magic  are  strongest.  We 
have  learned  that  when  night  comes  again  they  will 

try  to  sing  up  a  mighty  storm — the  strongest  ever 
known.  They  will  do  their  singing  near  here,  for  it 
is  from  here  that  the  seeds  of  mighty  storms  arise. 

And  you,  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  must  help  us 
stop  it! 



Chapter  XXXIV: 
Shanachie 

(John  Lox's  compound) 
(Saturday,  September  3 — midafternoon) 

"I'm  a  wizard,"  Kevin  informed  Hosteen  John 
Lox's  black-and-white  tomcat,  as  he  sat  drinking  fe- 

rociously strong  coffee  in  the  dubious  shade  of  a  ju- 

niper tree.  "The  queen  of  the  local  dolphins  says  I'm 
a  goddamn  bloody  sorcererV 

The  cat  cocked  its  head  ambiguously  and  blinked 

yellow  eyes  at  him.  He  winked  back  and  risked  an- 
other sip  of  what  tasted  like  overbrewed  Antigua. 

"Wanta  be  my  familiar,  kitty?" 
Evidently  not,  for  with  a  flick  of  its  elegant  tail, 

the  cat  turned  and  flounced  away. 

Kevin  watched  it  go,  saw  it  ooze  from  blue-green 
shadows  into  the  blazing  golden  light  of  the  stone 
shelf  on  which  he  was  ensconced  a  hundred  meters 

uphill  from  Lox's  hogan.  Small  shadows  now,  he 
noted;  but  tonight  all  would  be  shadows.  Shoot,  with 
the  moon  full,  even  shadows  would  have  shadows. 

He  hoped  they'd  all  be  ready. 
More  to  the  point,  he  hoped  he  would  be. 
The  Song,  the  Singer,  and  the  Way,  huh?  Well,  he 

had  confidence  in  one  of  the  three — and  not  nec- 
essarily himself  or  Gary.  On  the  other  hand,  anyone 
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who  could  undergo  what  Thunderbird  O'Connor  had 
during  the  last  few  days  and  still  be  functional  was 

probably  up  to  an  all-night  caterwauling.  Drumming 

too,  if  one  got  picky,  since  'Bird  was  convinced  that 
the  rhythm  he'd  acquired  in  his  most  recent  medi- 

cine dream  had  been  the  one  to  use.  Certainly  he'd 
spent  half  an  hour  rehearsing  it  as  soon  as  he'd 
yawned  his  way  out  of  Stormy's  bathroom  far  too 
close  to  sunrise  that  morning,  and  another  thirty 
minutes  putting  it  on  diskette  so  Kevin  could  fix  the 
rhythm  of  the  song  he  was  supposed  to  write. 

Yeah,  old  'Bird  had  it  made.  He'd  been  unani- 
mously designated  first  recipient  of  a  shower  and 

shave  at  Casa  Cloudy  (Stormy's  apartment  at  the 
Dineh  Embassy),  where  they'd  all  spent  what  little 
remained  of  the  night  after  Cary  had  returned  full  of 

wild  tales  about  orca  conspiracies.  She'd  worn  her 
own  skin  then;  the  local  dolphins  evidently  having 
quite  particular  plans  for  the  other — about  which 
Kevin  didn't  like  to  think.  And  since  then — since 

they'd  made  their  assorted  catch-up  calls  (Cary's  to 
Mary  Hasegawa  by  far  the  longest;  though  'Bird's  to 
someone  named  Red  Wounds,  in  which  the  word 

'tickets'  oddly  enough  figured  prominently,  hadn't 
been  short  either),  and  abandoned  civilized  comfort 
to  trundle  into  this  godforsaken  dust  bowl  around 

two  that  afternoon — 'Bird  had  been  taking  it  very 
easy  indeed. 

Of  course,  he'd  had  it  hardest — had,  Kevin  gath- 
ered, been  running  on  air  and  imagination  long  be- 

fore his  adventures  of  the  previous  evening  had  seen 

him  first  unseamed  from  nave  (a  hand's  width  lower 
than  nave,  rather)  to  chaps,  then  terrorized  by  or- 
cas,  and  finally  four-fifths  drowned  in  the  Gulf.  Not 
much  time  in  there  for  food,  sleep,  or  healing.  Which 

explained  why  'Bird  had  found  the  coolest  place  in 
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Lox's  compound — a  grassy  bank  near  the  stream  be- 
hind the  hogan — and  was  watching  dead  channels 

behind  his  lids.  If  Kevin  sat  up  straighter,  he  could 

just  see  him  past  a  screen  of  scraggly  willows — see 
his  bare  feet,  more  precisely,  the  rest  being  obscured 
by  greenery. 

He  grinned  at  that;  for,  excluding  his  reasonable, 
if  overreactive,  conduct  upon  their  first  encounter — 

basically  that  he'd  tried  to  throttle  the  poor,  half- 
drowned  guy  on  the  beach — he  discovered  that  he 

liked  their  Singer-designate  as  much  as  anyone  he'd ever  met. 

In  fact,  now  he  considered  it,  they  made  a  nice 
set:  Singer  and  Songwriter.  But  on  a  more  obscure 
level  they  were  more  like  mirror  images,  at  least 

where  magic  was  concerned.  'Bird  had  been  brought 
up  to  believe  in  magic  (so  he  had  confessed  to  Kevin 
on  the  drive  up  from  Aztlan).  And  had  believed  in 

it,  even  when  he  didn't  want  to — until  it  had  forced 
itself  upon  him  in  terms  that  could  not  be  ignored. 

While  he,  Kevin  Alistair  Mauney,  author  extraor- 
dinaire, had  desperately  wanted  magic  all  his  life, 

and  not  found  it  until  four  days  ago  when  a  certain 
knock  had  sounded  on  a  certain  door  of  a  certain 

castle  in  County  Offaly.  Before  then  .  .  .  Well,  he 
lived  in  a  country  as  rife  with  ghosts  as  any  on 
earth — and  had  seen  exactly  nothing,  not  even  one 

of  the  four  said  to  inhabit  Cameron  McMillan's  par- 
ents' nineteenth-century  manor  south  of  Dublin, 

where  he'd  spent  more  nights  than  one.  Never  mind 
fairy  rings  galore,  and  more  significant  mythological 
sites  than  one  could  shake  a  shillelagh  at.  But  had 
he  ever  seen  anything?  Not  so  much  as  a  booze-born 
leprechaun.  Nada.  Zilch.  Nothing. 

But  that  hadn't  stopped  him  wanting  to  so  badly 
he'd   sifted   his   yearning  into   a   landmark  novel 
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about  ley  lines  and  straight  tracks — and  something 
had  clicked  there.  He  had  only  to  summon  images 
and  they  appeared,  full-blown  down  to  the  most 
obscure  detail.  Characters  had  but  to  open  their 
mouths,  and  they  were  talking  without  supervision 
from  him  at  all.  As  for  plots  .  .  .  they  wound  them- 

selves out  like  knotwork,  intricate  as  carpet  pages, 
and  as  dense,  but  with  patterns  clear  as  Waterford 
crystal. 

If  only  he  could  achieve  the  same  with  his  song. 

It  wasn't  going  well  at  all.  The  laptop  PC  by  his 
hip  contained  twelve  false  starts,  and  the  drum  disk- 

ette had  played  through  twice  already. 
So  much  for  having  faith  in  the  Word. 
The  Singer  he  had  just  considered. 
Which  left  the  Way. 
Cary. 

Poor,  poor  Carolyn. 
For  stressful  as  this  whole  complex  situation  had 

been  for  him,  Cary's  task  was  orders  of  magnitude 
more  arduous.  Not  only  for  what  she'd  endured 
physically — two  literal  deaths  in  three  days,  among 
other  things.  But  also  for  the  fact  that  she  alone  had 
been  forced  to  deal  with  a  complete  realignment  of 
her  worldview.  Stormy  was  cool  about  practically 
everything  (though  he  had  asked  Hosteen  Lox  if  he 
thought  sentient  nonhumans  left  something  called 

chindi  when  they  died).  'Bird  and  he  had  at  least 
made  room  for  magic  in  their  realities — 'Bird  by 
walling  it  up  in  a  corner  of  his  head  like  a  crazy  rel- 

ative, Kevin  by  planting  a  seed  of  solid  gold  in  fallow 
ground,  then  watering  and  fertilizing  it  daily — to  no 
avail. 

But  poor  Cary  had  awakened  one  morning  with 
almost  three  science  degrees  in  her  head — and  had 
gone  to  bed  the  following  night  an  acolyte  to  the  Sal- 
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mon  of  Wisdom  (Dolphin  of  Wisdom,  rather).  It  was 
a  bloody  long  leap,  too,  and  upstream:  from  Jacques 
Gousteau  to  Jack-in-the-green;  from  Phocaena  pho- 
coena — the  common  harbor  porpoise — to  Homo 
sapiens  .  .  .  pinnipediae,  or  whatever  selkies  were. 

(He  was  reasonably  sure  they'd  simply  prefer  their 
names — except  he  didn't  actually  know  any.) 

Never  mind  that  she  was  worn  to  a  frazzle,  and 
had  to  cope  with  a  body  that  was,  with  no  warning, 
no  longer  merely  the  old  familiar  friend  she  had 
worn  through  childhood,  puberty,  adolescence,  and 
a  fair  hunk  of  adulthood.  Or,  more  accurately,  that 
her  bod  was  everything  it  had  been  plus  a  talented 
doppelganger  that  could  swim  and  hold  its  breath 
like  a  seal — plus  a  shapechanger  on  top  of  every- 

thing else.  At  least  three  variations,  there — and  most 
folks  took  a  lifetime  coming  to  terms  with  one. 

And  she  might  have  to  test  the  bounds  of  all  three 

come  full  moon  tonight — with  major  damage  to  re- 
lations between  (at  minimum)  two  sentient  races 

riding  on  her  shoulders,  should  she  not  prove  equal 
to  the  task. 

She  would,  of  course,  always  had;  world  without 
end,  amen. 

But  he  sure  as  hell  didn't  envy  her. 
And  like  'Bird,  she  too  was  doing  exactly  what  she 

ought — what  Stormy,  as  the  person  most  comforta- 
ble with  the  magic/mundane  interface,  had  sug- 

gested was  the  only  real  preparation  they  could 
manage  on  the  fly:  undergoing  ritual  purification  in 

John  Lox's  sweat  lodge.  Kevin  could  see  the  fire  that 
heated  the  rocks  from  here,  east  of  the  low  domed 
structure.  Stormy  was  tending  it  solemnly,  hair  un- 

bound, stripped  to  a  breechclout  that  looked  far 
more  natural  on  his  lean  graceful  body  than  jeans. 

Every  now  and  then  he'd  use  a  forked  stick  to  lift  a 
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few  stones  from  the  fire,  which  he'd  then  stash  in 
the  lodge,  deftly  undoing  the  door  flap  as  he  passed 
through. 

He  wondered  how  Gary  was  doing  in  there.  More 
to  the  point,  he  wondered  what  she  was  thinking. 

But  if  he  didn't  stop  worrying  about  everyone  else 
and  get  this  bloody  song  composed,  'Bird  and  Cary 
would  be  sitting  around  with  their  fingers  up  their 

noses — and  he'd  be  watching  the  world  he  knew  go 
bye-bye.  Well,  actually,  probably  not,  'cause  if  the 
orcas  raised  the  storm  Gary  had  predicted,  and  they 
were  out  there  trying  to  forestall  it  (for  song  or  not, 
all  four  of  them  would  certainly  be  where  the 
Mother-Queen-Sister  had  ordained),  there  was  a 

good  chance  they'd  not  return.  In  fact,  without 
something  to  counter  the  orcas,  they'd  likely  be  first 
victims  of  their  weather  mojo.  Four  bodies  found 
drifting  in  the  sea  come  dawn,  //dawn  came,  and  if 
there  was  anyone  to  find  them. 

"Shit,"  Kevin  growled,  aloud  this  time,  as  he  saw 
Hosteen  Lox  emerge  from  his  hogan  and  amble  to- 

ward where  Stormy  sat  vigil  outside  the  sweat  lodge. 

"I've  gotta  write  a  song  to  save  the  world — and  I  still 
don't  know  where  to  begin." 
Whereupon  he  drained  the  last  of  the  coffee, 

turned  on  'Bird's  drum  diskette,  and  once  more 
picked  up  his  PC. 

No  go. 

It  was  exactly  like  before:  he'd  begin  something, 
it  would  skip  along  for  a  couple  of  lines — and  then 
fall  flat  as  a  clumsy  tumbler.  Part  of  the  problem,  of 

course,  was  simply  pressure.  So  much  rode  on  what- 
ever he  wrote,  that  the  fact  of  import  overrode  the 

what  of  the  product  itself.  The  knowledge  that  this 

had  to  be  absolutely  the  best  thing  he'd  ever  com- 
posed didn't  help,  either. 
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God,  but  he  hated  deadlines! 
Write  a  song  to  turn  a  storm,  huh?  And  how  did 

one  do  that?  Where  did  one  begin?  Did  one  com- 
mence with  images  and  run  from  there?  Did  one 

simply  describe  a  storm,  then  describe  a  song  doing 
the  turning?  Or  did  one  cast  it  into  dialogue  and 
make  it  a  sort  of  rant?  Who  knew?  He  for  certain 

didn't.  Shoot,  he'd  even  dragged  out  that  old  'dark 
and  stormy  night'  fossil,  on  the  theory  that  what  was 
cliche  in  the  world  of  mundane  letters  might  not  be 
in  arcane  realms. 

But  that  had  quickly  gone  to  doggerel. 

He'd  even  asked  Hosteen  Lox  for  advice — the  man 
was,  after  all,  a  certified  Singer — and  learned  noth- 

ing. "I  would  help  you  if  I  could,"  Lox  had  said.  "But 
this  is  not  my  battle.  No  one  has  sent  me  dreams; 
those  who  asked  you  for  songs  have  not  asked  for 
mine;  and  all  else  I  could  do  would  take  longer  than 
you  have.  But  I  will  think  on  it,  and  if  I  arrive  at 

anything  you  might  find  useful,  I  will  tell  you." 
So  far  he  hadn't. 
No,  his  one  useful  clue  was  something  'Bird  had 

confided  about  the  theory  of  Cherokee  magic.  In  it, 
every  direction  had  power  over  certain  things:  West 
was  death,  north  was  defeat  and  trouble,  south  was 
peace  and  happiness,  and  east  was  success  and  tri- 

umph. Each  likewise  was  linked  with  a  color:  blue 
in  the  north,  black  in  the  west,  white  in  the  south, 
red  in  the  east.  And  each  direction  maintained  a  set 

of  overriding  animal  archetypes — a  Black  Dog  of  the 
West  and  a  White  Bear  of  the  South  and  so  on.  Thus, 

when  one  began  a  spell — and  all  the  world  was  magic 
to  traditional  Cherokee — one  invoked  the  appropri- 

ate animal  of  the  appropriate  direction  to  vanquish 
its  analog  on  the  opposite  side.  Or  alternately,  one 
ascribed  sentience  to  everything,  so  that  if  one 
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wanted  to  turn  a  storm,  one  simply  informed  the 
storm  that  its  wife  was  sleeping  with  someone  else, 
and  it  had  better  stop  acting  the  destructive  fool  and 
go  deal  with  real  trouble  elsewhere.  There  was  even 
a  legitimate  traditional  formula  for  that  last — except 

that  'Bird  didn't  know  it,  and  hadn't  even  remem- bered its  existence  until  it  was  too  late  to  run  back 

to  the  embassy  where  boxes  of  Mooney's  Myths  of 
the  Cherokee,  which  contained  it,  lay  neatly  pack- 

aged for  sale. 
All  of  which  would  have  been  a  lot  more  encour- 

aging if  Kevin  were  Cherokee — Ani-Yunwiya, 

rather,  as  'Bird  gently  insisted.  (Kituwah,  as  on  their 
embassy,  was  evidently  an  ancient  ceremonial 
name,  not  to  be  used  in  passing.) 

But  perhaps  it  was  a  place  to  start.  After  all,  it  was 

magic,  and  the  Ani-Yunwiya  had  possessed  mighty 

magicians.  And  now  he  thought  of  it,  hadn't  the  dru- 
ids  of  the  Tuatha  de  Danaan  back  in  good  old  Eire 
called  down  storms  and  rains  of  blood  on  their  Fir 

Bolg  foes?  Not  what  he  needed,  obviously;  the  op- 
posite, in  fact.  Still,  it  meant  that  there  was  prece- 

dent in  his  own  ancestry  for  weather  magic.  So 
maybe  the  thing  to  do  was  begin  with  an  image.  Man 
as  archetype,  rising  to  greet  the  dawn,  seeing  a  storm 
approach,  and  cursing  it  as  a  toady  of  the  lingering 
night!  And  from  there  .  .  . 

Yeah,  that  might  work. 
He  turned  up  the  volume  of  the  diskette,  resettled 

his  PC,  and  began. 

"You  are  not  a  storm/'  he  typed.  "You  are  a 
shadow,  a  not-thing,  a  scattered  smear  of  water  on 
the  wind.  And  what  poor  water  you  have  found! 
Water  so  weak  air  can  wrest  it  on  high;  water  so 
frail  it  must  cleave  to  dust  or  vanish;  water  that 

wends  where  air — which  is  nothing — sends  itl" 
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Well  that  was  certainly  a  different  beginning,  as 

he  paused  to  read  it  over.  Not  great — yet — it  didn't 
scan  worth  a  damn  with  'Bird's  beat.  But  unlike  the 
others,  it  showed  promise. 

If  he  could  keep  it  up. 

"If  one  were  to  look  at  you,  one  would  think  your 
aspirations  and  your  art  were  not  agreeing,"  a  voice 
rumbled  behind  him — a  voice  with  which  he  had  not 
yet  grown  familiar.  He  started,  jerking  his  hand  as 
he  did — which  scribed  a  line  of  asterisks  across  the 
screen  before  a  final  twitch  sent  the  PC  skittering. 

"Shit,  man,  don't  do  that!"  Kevin  yipped  at  Hos- 
teen  Lox,  as  the  Dineh  Singer  eased  from  behind  the 
juniper  tree.  He  sought  for  the  laptop  frantically, 

found  it  being  investigated  by  a  sunning  lizard  he'd not  noticed  until  that  instant. 

Lox  selected  a  seat  on  the  stone  to  Kevin's  right 
and  in  front  of  him.  He  looked  at  Kevin,  but 
obliquely,  then  peered  at  the  hogan  and  the  sweat 
lodge  and  T-Bird-by-the-river  the  same  way. 

Kevin  caught  the  sideways  question,  too,  and  re- 
called from  his  reading  that  such  was  typical  Navajo. 

Well,  two  could  play  at  that  game.  "Is  it  this  you  are 
asking  me?"  he  replied,  in  the  roundabout  way  of 
the  Irish.  "Is  it  that  you  think  that  my  work  does  not 

go  well?" 
"It  did  not  look  as  if  it  goes  well.  It  is  not  wise  for one  man  to  think  for  another.  Too  often  we  can  not 

even  think  for  ourselves." 

"I  was  having  trouble  thinking,"  Kevin  admitted. 
"The  problem  is  not  in  the  thinking,  though,"  Lox 

chuckled.  "It  is  in  too  much  thinking.  One  thinks 
about  too  many  things  besides  what  one  ought  to 
think  about.  One  thinks  about  why  one  is  thinking 
what  one  thinks;  and  one  thinks  about  how  much 
one  hates  having  to  think  what  one  thinks  when  one 
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would  rather  be  thinking  something  else;  and  one 
thinks  about  what  happens  if  one  does  not  think 
what  one  needs  to  think;  and  one  thinks  about  what 
others  will  say  if  that  thinking  does  not  go  well,  and 

so  on  .  .  .  you  get  my  meaning  well  enough." 
Kevin  eyed  him  dubiously.  "I  .  .  .  think  I  do,  "  he 

grinned. 

"And  what  you  are  thinking,  young  Kevin  Mauney, 
is  that  you  do  not  want  to  be  writing  this  song.  You 
do  not  entirely  believe  in  the  threat  it  is  intended  to 
counter,  yet  you  fear  that  if  the  threat  is  real,  it  will 
not  be  good  enough.  In  effect,  you  fight  yourself.  You 
must  think  only  about  the  thing  and  create  for  its 
own  sake;  for  creating  itself  is  the  most  magical 
thing  in  the  world.  Write  it  as  if  you  were  a  character 
in  one  of  your  novels  whose  duty  it  is  to  vanquish  a 

storm.  Make  yourself  believe,  the  rest  will  be  easy." 
Kevin  shrugged.  "That's  .  .  .  sorta  what  I  was  tryin' 

to  do!" 
"Then  do  it!  Belief  can  do  more  than  anyone  imag- 

ines. It  can  heal,  and  it  can  kill.  /  know  that  when  I 

sing;  my  people  know  that;  Thunderbird's  people 
know  that.  Those  who  practice  voodoo  in  the  islands 
east  of  here  certainly  know  that.  Your  ancestors,  I 

have  no  doubt,  knew  that,  or  they  wouldn't  have 
done  those  satire-things  I  heard  you  talking  to 
Stormcloud  about  when  you  got  here.  And  they  be- 

lieved in  curses  right  and  left,  too,  didn't  they? — 
Yeah,  I've  read  those  books.  I've  even  read  yours  \ 
And  by  God  I'll  say  for  the  time  I  was  reading  'em,  I 
believed  'em!  So  what  you  must  do,  boy,  is  forget 
this  is  all  real  and  pretend  that  turning  that  storm 
tonight  is  just  one  more  climax  in  a  book  that  you 

must  make  your  reader  believe ! " 
Kevin  managed  an  uncertain  grin. 

Lox  grinned  back.  "Now  get  to  work!  I'll  be  back 
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in  an  hour — belagana  time — to  check  on  you,  and 

if  you  aren't  done,  I'll  make  you  drink  more  of  my 
coffee!" 

"Is  that  a  promise  or  a  threat?" 
"Your  choice,"  Lox  laughed,  and  rose.  Kevin 

watched  him  saunter  down  toward  the  sweat  lodge. 
He  wondered  when  that  would  end;  how  much 

longer  Cary  would  stay  in  there — and  what  she 
would  be  like  when  she  emerged. 

And  that  was  a  nice  image  right  there!  The  warrior 
queen  striding  from  her  house  already  shaking  her 
spear  at  an  approaching  storm.  Maybe  he  could  work 
that  into  a  second  stanza — make  it  a  boast,  like  a 
Celtic  queen  would  have  done.  Pretend  Gary  was 

Boudicca  cursing  her  unreliable  Roman  "allies" — 
only  instead  of  Romans,  it  was  a  whale-wrought 
storm! 

"You  claim  to  be  a  storm/'  he  began.  "You  roll 
across  my  lands  like  warriors  reaping  lives,  and 
yet  I  tell  you  that  however  great  a  host  is  yours,  I 
command  a  greater.  You  are  wind  and  rain;  I  am 
lightning!  You  are  air  and  water,  but  earth  drinks 
you  down;  I  am  fire  and  air,  and  when  I  strike  the 

earth  the  very  ground  quakes  to  hear  mel" Not  bad!  And  in  its  wake  came  others. 

When  Kevin  finally  blinked  up  from  filling  his 
fourth  screen,  it  was  to  see  the  sun  seriously  west- 

ering; it  was  to  see  Thunderbird  O'Connor  drifting 
blissfully  in  the  stream;  it  was  to  see  Hosteen  John 
Lox  bringing  a  handful  of  twigs  to  where  Stormcloud 
Nez  stood  sentinel  beside  the  now-smoking  embers 
before  the  sweat  lodge.  And,  as  he  screwed  up  his 
eyes  after  nearly  an  hour  squinting  at  silver-gilt 
glass,  it  was  to  see  Carolyn  emerge  from  her  place  of 
purification. 

A  queen  indeed  she  looked.  Small,  yes;  and  na- 
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ked — which  surprised  him.  But  also  sleek  as  an  otter 
and  suntanned  as  gold  as  the  ores  that  had  called 
men  to  this  hemisphere  and  doomed  those  already 

present.  Yet  Cary's  gold  was  far  more  precious  than 
that  of  any  Inca  or  Aztec. 

Impulsively,  he  set  the  laptop  aside,  rose  stiffly, 
and  wandered  down  the  hill.  A  moment  later  he  con- 

fronted her  where  she  stood,  still  gleaming  with 
sweat,  still  panting  into  the  clear  air  as  Stormy 
censed  her  with  sage,  cedar — and  in  honor  of  her 
Irish  blood,  hazel — though  where  he  had  acquired 
the  latter,  Kevin  had  no  idea. 

She  smiled  at  him  crookedly.  Wary,  tired,  but  con- 
fident. Unself conscious.  Maybe  a  little  punchy, 

which  was  not  unreasonable. 

He  smiled  back.  "Feel  better?"  he  asked  carefully. 
" — Different,"  she  concluded  after  a  pause,  eyeing 

the  stream  speculatively,  and  then  fixing  an  even 

more  speculative  eye  on  the  lazily  floating  'Bird.  "I 
think  this  just  might  work." 

"It  might,"  Kevin  agreed.  "In  fact,"  he  added,  spar- 
ing a  glance  at  the  lingering  John  Lox,  "I  believe  it 

will." "And  J  believe  Til  go  wash  off  this  sweat,"  she 
sighed  dreamily.  "That  is,  if  Mr.  Shaman  here 

agrees." "Such  is  prescribed,"  Stormy  assured  her  with  a 
grin.  "In  fact,  if  you  can  stand  naked  men  around,  I 
just  might  join  you." 

Kevin  gnawed  his  lip.  "Three  kinds  of  water,"  he 
mused.  "Water  of  the  sea,  water  that  is  fresh,  and 
the  water  that  heat  calls  forth  from  men's  skin." 

"A  triad!"  Carolyn  cried.  "Welsh,  but  still  Celtic." 
Stormy  lifted  an  eyebrow  wickedly.  "Well,  'Bird 

and  me  are  buddies  ...  !" 
"A  triad,  not  a  triol"  Carolyn  growled  at  him,  with 
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another  grin — which  convinced  Kevin  that  stress 

really  had  made  her  silly.  "Poetry  not  poking." 
"But  poking  can  be  poetry  too,"  Stormy  shot  back, 

throwing  out  his  chest  and  clamping  his  hands  on 
his  hips — which  incidentally  slid  his  breechclout  a 

significant  handspan  lower.  "Or  I've  been  told  it 

can." Kevin  rolled  his  eyes  at  Lox. 

"Different,"  Lox  repeated  neutrally.  "This  just 
might  work  at  that." 

Kevin  sighed  and  went  to  revise  his  Song. 
If  other  music  was  made,  it  was  not  his  concern. 
The  day  passed  at  its  own  speed  anyway. 
And,  inevitably,  night  drew  nigh. 



Chapter  XXXV: 
Riders  on  the  Storm 

(North  ofAztlan) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — near  sunset) 

"For  God's  sake,  man,  will  you  leave  that  alonel" 
'Bird  froze  with  a  finger  on  the  CD  remote  built 

into  his  armrest  and  regarded  his  friend  sheepishly 

from  across  the  Jeep's  glassy  cabin.  "Sorry!"  he 
growled,  with  far  more  sarcasm  than  he  intended. 

Forrest  Jackson's  "Warhammer"  continued  to  strain 
the  speakers  unabated. 

Stormy  countered  with  a  hard-jawed  glare,  as 

though  he'd  contrived  a  scathing  retort  but  bitten  it 
for  the  sake  of  friendship.  He  shifted  his  hands  on 
the  wheel  and  squinted  through  the  steep  bubble  of 

windshield.  'Bird  followed  his  mirror-shaded  gaze  to 
where  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith's  Mazda  two-seater 
was  kicking  up  major  yellow  dust  on  the  new,  but  ill- 
paved  road  ahead.  The  landscape  itself  consisted  of 

low  hills  splattered  with  scrubby  gray-green  vegeta- 
tion. The  mountains  made  a  ragged  line  of  purple  to 

the  left,  where  they  swung  sharply  west  away  from 
the  sea — which  glittered  blue  as  glass  beyond  the 
escarpments  opposite.  Those  cliffs  were  growing 
higher,  too,  and  the  terrain  more  rugged,  for  all  they 

416 
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were  only  a  few  kliks  up  the  coast  from  Aztlan's  ritzy northern  suburbs. 

"No  big  deal,"  Stormy  conceded  finally,  having 
fallen  back  a  tad.  "It  just  seems  to  me  that  the  last 
thing  on  your  mind  right  now  would  be  somebody 

else's  music." 

"Except  that  it  takes  my  mind  off  mine,"  'Bird  re- 
torted, through  a  yawn.  "  'Sides,  little  stuffs  as  im- 

portant as  big  stuff  when  you're  fixin'  to  be  dead!" 
"Optimistic  little  shit,  aren't  you?" 
"  'There  was  a  young  Dineh  from  Aztlan/whose 

dick  looked  just  like  a  fry  pan,'  "  'Bird  shot  back  in- 
stantly. "There,  is  that  better?" 

"More  like  the  'Bird  I  know  and  .  .  .  love,  anyway!" 
"Watch  it!" 

"Metaphorically." 
"You  mean  platonically." 
"Technically?" 
"That  too." 

"Speaking  of  which—" 
'Bird  held  his  breath,  as  Stormy  swerved  to  miss 

a  pair  of  potholes  Carolyn  had  threaded  her  smaller 
car  between.  A  Galapagos  tortoise  could  have  slept 

off  a  bender  in  either  one.  "So  how  do  you  feel,  any- 
way I  mean,  seriously?"  Stormy  asked,  when  the 

road  improved. 

"Seriously?" 
"Preferably." 
"I  .  .  .  Well,  physically  I  feel  like  shit:  functional, 

but  sore  everywhere  I  can  be.  Nothing  hurts  worse 

than  anything  else,  but  I've  got  bruises  on  my 
bruises,  as  you  so  tactfully  pointed  out  to  Gary  back 

at  Lox's  creek.  They're  all  slippin'  off  to  the  Dull-Pain 
Land,  though.  Nothin'  to  keep  me  from  doin'  my  job, 
if  that's  what  you  mean." 
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"And  the  rest?" 

"What  is  this?  The  fuckin'  Inquisition?" 
"Fucking  insurance,  I'd  say.  You're  gonna  have  my 

life  in  your  hands  in  less  than  an  hour.  I'd  prefer  to 
know  how  reliable  those  hands  are.  And  if  they're 
gonna  break,  I'd  as  soon  know  where  the  stress 
points  are.  Forewarned  is  forearmed  and  all  that." 

"Fine." 

"So  .  .  .  how's  your  headspace?" 
'Bird  shifted  in  his  seat  so  he  could  watch  Stormy 

with  one  eye  and  Carolyn's  car  with  the  other.  "You 
want  an  honest  answer?"  A  pause,  a  prompting  side- 

ways glare  from  Stormy,  then:  "I  .  .  .  don't  think  I'm 
solemn  enough — or  something.  I  mean,  I  almost  feel 
kinda  drunk  and  giddy.  I  dunno.  I  guess  .  .  .  Well,  to 

tell  the  truth,  I  don't  think  it's  really  sunk  in  yet.  I 
mean  it's  not  real  to  me  that  we're  gonna  do  this 
screwy  battle.  Like,  I  can  feel  it  out  there  already, 

like  a  cloud  on  my  future;  and  I  can  feel  us  all  bein' 
sucked  into  it.  'Gept  that  it's  .  .  .  like  a  movie,  or 
something.  I  keep  thinkin'  I'm  gonna  wake  up  and 
it'll  all  be  a  dream.  I  guess  what  I'm  sayin'  is  that 
while  I  know  that  an  hour  from  now  we'll  be  in  the 
middle  of  it,  the  whole  mess  is  so  unreal,  I  don't  be- 

lieve we  will.  And  therefore  I  can't  get  properly 

freaked." 
"Which  may  be  a  problem,"  Stormy  observed  qui- 

etly. "You  gotta  believe,  man." 
"I  will — when  I  have  to.  But  'til  then  .  .  .  how  'bout 

this?  'A  pencil-dick  Dineh  named  Stormy/got  so 
wired  that  he  started  to  bore  me — '  " 

"A  Cherokee  bastard  named  'Bird,"  Stormy  coun- 
tered, much  louder,  "had  no  dick,  so  far  as  I've 

heard—" " — though  in  fact,  he  had  eighteen  inches/ 

and—" 
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" — and  screwed  both  the  lads  and  the 

wenches — " 
" — and  .  .  .  and  wrote  lim'ricks  that  weren't  worth 

a  turd!" 
"You're  right,"  Stormy  sighed.  "You're  not  nearly 

solemn  enough." 
"Yeah,  well  it  was  good  while  it  lasted,"  'Bird 

sighed  back,  nodding  through  the  windshield  to 
where  Carolyn  was  pulling  the  MX-Z  onto  a  widening 
of  the  shoulder  at  the  side  of  the  road  beside  a  gold 

Ford  Auriga  with  Hertz  plates.  "Looks  like  we're 
there." 

"Hassie  wouldn't  come,"  Rudy  Ramirez  explained 
roughly  a  minute  later — as  soon  as  he  had  breath 

again,  after  Carolyn's  hearty  hug. 
"I  .  .  .  expected  that,"  Carolyn  replied  slowly.  "I 

figured  she'd  see  through  that  'personal  family  crisis' 

story." 
"/  did.  One  doesn't  commonly  request  the  loan  of 

an  inflatable  rubber  raft  when  trying  to  heal  a  .  .  . 

schism,  or  whatever  you're  fond  of  calling  it."  He 
gestured  toward  a  canvas-wrapped  bundle  beside 
him. 

"She  pissed?" 
"Well,  she  probably  wasn't  real  happy  when  she 

had  to  scrape  Nesheim  off  the  ceiling  when  you 

didn't  show  today,  but  she'll  live." 
"I  hope." 
Rudy  stared  her  in  the  eye.  "You  wanta  tell  me 

what  this  is  really  about?" 
Carolyn  glanced  toward  the  westering  sun,  then  at 

Stormy.  "Five  minutes,"  Stormy  supplied.  "Expla- 
nation, but  no  arguing." 

"It's  cool,  man,"  Rudy  agreed  shakily.  "Something 
really  weird's  going  on,  I  can  .  .  .feel  it.  But  Cary's 
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always  been  straight  with  me,  so  I've  gotta  trust 
her — which  means  I've  gotta  trust  you  guys  as  well." 

"Hush,"  Carolyn  whispered.  "And  listen." 

"Magicians  first,"  Stormy  chuckled  nervously,  a 
short  while  later,  as  he,  Carolyn,  'Bird,  Kevin — and 
a  tight-faced  Rudy  Ramirez — paused  at  the  top  of  a 
thirty-meter  cliff  overlooking  the  semicircular  bay 
south  of  the  beach  that  was  their  destination.  The 

beach  where  "Anomalous  Beaching  Number  IV"  had enflamed  this  whole  odd  affair. 

'Bird  shot  him  a  resigned  glare.  "Don't  remind 

me!" "I  don't  need  to,"  Stormy  snapped  back,  pointing 
toward  the  eastern  sky,  where  low  streaks  of  dark 
clouds  already  shadowed  the  horizon  like  a  pack  of 
ravens  mustering  to  ravish  a  battlefield.  Their  edges 
were  stained  red  with  the  light  of  the  sun  fading  over 
the  mountains  behind  them.  Red  as  knife 

wounds,  'Bird  thought.  Red  as  this  slit  down  my belly. 
Kevin  shifted  the  large  backpack  that  weighted  his 

skimpy  shoulders  to  a  more  comfortable  position, 

and  blinked  at  Carolyn  quizzically.  "Any  time  now, 
sis.  It's  your  call." 

Carolyn,  in  turn,  slid  her  gaze  back  to  Stormy, 

who  was  freeing  the  bodhran  he'd  borrowed  from 
Carolyn  from  its  leather-wrapped  carrying  case.  "I 
just  work  here,"  she  murmured,  and  'Bird  could  tell 
she  was  trying  to  mask  a  serious  case  of  the  frights 

with  very  transparent  frivolity.  "Stormy's  the  Master 
of  Ritual  ..." 

Stormy  glanced  over  his  shoulder,  past  the  turn- 
out where  they'd  left  the  cars,  toward  the  sunset. 

'Bird  followed  his  line  of  sight.  The  sky  was  clear 
there,  but  in  the  few  seconds  since  he'd  last  checked, 
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the  eastern  clouds  had  thickened  perceptibly.  The 
wind  had  picked  up,  too,  was  playing  teasing  games 

with  his  and  Stormy's  long  hair.  It  also  held  an  om- 
inous quality,  and  that  same  tense,  electric  tingle  it 

carried  before  a  major  blow.  And  with  every  trou- 

bling gust,  'Bird  felt  his  earlier  punchiness  peeled 
away,  leaving  a  hard,  grim  core.  For  his  part,  Stormy 
scowled  for  a  long  thoughtful  moment,  then  nodded 

resignedly.  "Okay,  folks,  when  the  sun  hits  the 
mountain,  we  go  down.  That's  as  close  as  I  can  call 
it.  The  moon  oughta  be  cruising  up  opposite  at  the 

same  time — which  is  fairly  rare,  by  the  way." 
"Which  oughta  be  in  about  two  minutes,"  'Bird 

supplied.  "Gome  on,  I'll  lead  the  way — unless  Mr. 
Magical  Shaman  Stormcloud  Nez  has  changed  his 

mind  ..." 
"Actually,  I  have,"  Stormy  replied — and  from  a 

belt  pouch  produced  a  cedar-and-stuffed-hide  drum- 

stick. "I'll  go  first.  Since  I  won't  be  singing  later,  I'll 
drum  you  down!  Kev,  you're  the  Word,  so  you  follow 
me;  then  'Bird,  as  the  Singer;  then  Gary.  Rudy — you 
come  last,  with  the  raft." 

"Sounds  good,"  'Bird  told  him.  "Go  for  it." 
Squaring  his  shoulders,  Stormy  eased  in  front  of 

him,  gripping  the  strut  in  back  of  the  bodhran  in  his 
left  hand — and,  sparing  one  eye  at  the  vast  red  disk 
behind  them,  struck  the  tight-stretched  leather.  The 

rhythm  was  the  one  that  had  come  to  'Bird  in  his 
medicine  dreams;  the  tone  deep  and  soft,  but  with  a 
ghost  of  thinness  in  its  resonance.  It  faded  as  Stormy 
followed  the  path  the  few  meters  to  the  rim  of  the 
cliff,  paused  there  to  give  the  sun  time  to  kiss  the 
mountains,  then  eased  over  the  edge — whereupon 

the  volume  rose  again  as  'Bird  followed  Kevin  onto 
the  narrow  goat  trail  that  snaked  down  the  escarp- 

ment to  the  beach. 
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It  took  them  all  of  ten  minutes  to  make  their  way 
to  that  narrow  strip  of  sand,  and  during  that  trek, 

'Bird  had  an  uncanny  sense  of  being  caught  at  a  sta- 
sis point  between  elements.  Earth  was  at  his  bare 

feet  and  brushing  his  left  hand:  solid,  close,  and  com- 
forting; air  still  picked  at  him,  blowing  threat  and 

danger  from  the  east  through  the  weave  of  his  serape 
and  baggy  jeans.  Water  glittered  to  the  right:  the 
most  contradictory  substance  in  the  world,  solid  as 
steel  when  driven  with  force,  soft  as  silk  when  the 

touch  brought  against  it  was  subtle — tsunamis  and 
sea  spray  both.  And  fire — the  unseen  sun  to  the  west 
drawing  flame  across  the  crests  of  all  those  waves 
and  the  clouds  that  rolled  in  above  them,  so  that  the 
sea  seemed  transfigured  into  burning  blood. 

And  through  it  all  'Bird  moved  delicately,  bal- 
anced among  all  those  entities,  as  the  eagle  he  rev- 

erenced when  he  danced  floated  between  substance 
and  space. 

And  always  there  was  the  drum:  at  once  the  voice 
of  the  earth — for  that  which  comprised  it  was  born 
of  the  earth — and  likewise  the  voice  of  the  wind  and 

the  voice  of  'Bird's  dreams.  Tangible  linked  with  in- 
tangible via  the  real  but  unseen. 

Gettin'  crazy,  kid,  he  told  himself.  Gotta  watch it. 

Scowling,  he  forced  himself  to  focus  on  the  gritty 
stone  beneath  his  feet,  the  steady  beat  of  the  bo- 
dhran,  and  the  rhythm  of  his  breath,  then  blend  all 
three  into  one  whole,  while  staring  fixedly  at  the  hol- 

low below  Kevin's  backpack  where  the  tan  fabric 
bunched  and  stretched  along  the  crests  of  his  hips 
as  the  Warden  of  the  Word  worked  his  way  along. 

It  succeeded  too,  calmed  him  as  intended,  so  that 

when  the  trail  flattened  into  the  beach,  'Bird  was 
taken  so  off  guard  he  staggered  a  dozen  steps  before 
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he  could  stop.  Carolyn  caught  him  as  he  stumbled 
to  a  halt.  He  shot  her  a  nervous  smile  and  clasped 
the  steadying  hand  she  laid  on  his  shoulder. 

Far  too  soon  thereafter,  Stormy  had  marched 
them  to  the  point  beyond  which  lay  the  bay  from 
which  they  would  depart  to  do  battle.  The  tide  was 

higher  than  on  Carolyn's  previous  visit  (so  Rudy  ob- 
served behind  him),  and  they  had  no  choice  but  to 

wade  through  calf-deep  water  while  bracing  them- 
selves against  the  sharp,  wet  rocks.  But  then  the 

cliffs  kinked  sharply  left  and  they  were  there. 

'Bird  held  his  breath.  Even  two-plus  days  after  the 
beaching,  the  place  still  reeked  of  death — though 
whether  it  was  an  actual  odor  that  had  soaked  into 

the  sand  or  something  less  tangible,  he  wasn't  cer- 
tain. Four  of  the  smaller  corpses  had  been  taken 

away  for  study  at  "Why?,"  Carolyn  told  them;  the 
others  piled  between  the  tide  lines,  sprayed  with  gas- 

oline, and  set  alight.  Scavengers  and  waves  had  done 
the  rest.  All  that  remained  now  was  a  dark  smudge 
on  the  sand.  Stormy  led  them  to  a  place  just  above 

it,  almost  exactly  in  the  center  of  the  half  circle  de- 
fined by  the  cliffs  and  the  bay — at  which  time  his 

bodhran  cadence  grew  more  complicated,  increased 
in  volume — then,  with  a  final  hollow  boom,  ended. 

Twisting  around,  he  set  the  drum  behind  him,  just 
out  of  reach  of  the  waves  that  slid  perilously  close 
to  his  bare  feet.  The  others  crowded  around  to  either 

side.  Carolyn  and,  especially,  Kevin  gazed  at  him  ex- 
pectantly. The  clouds  to  the  west  were  darkening, 

now;  and  the  wind  was  stronger  yet.  Carolyn  inhaled 

sharply.  "Now — or  later?"  she  prompted  edgily. 
"Later,"  Stormy  told  her.  "We  still  need  to  do  a 

couple  of  things — besides  the  obvious.  Speaking  of 

which,  'Bird,  you  think  you  could  rustle  up  a  fire 
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there  by  the  cliffs?  Kev,  you  and  Rudy  can  get  the 

raft  up  and  running." 
'Bird  grunted  assent  and  trotted  to  the  base  of  the 

cliff  where  he  stripped  off  his  rust-toned  serape  and 
quickly  located  enough  driftwood  to  fuel  the  small 
fire  he  lit,  after  too  many  false  starts,  with  a  bow 

drill — not  because  anyone  had  suggested  that  mech- 
anism, but  because  it  seemed  appropriate.  As  he 

sawed  the  wood-and-fiber  bow  back  and  forth  with 
one  hand,  while  pressing  the  spinning  drill  into  the 
cedar  slab  with  the  other,  so  friction  would  bring 
forth  flame,  he  watched  Kevin  and  Rudy  inflate  the 

raft — by  about  as  antithetical  a  means  as  'Bird  could 
imagine:  hooking  a  cylinder  of  compressed  air  to  the 
valve  at  one  end  and  turning  a  knob.  The  raft 
stretched  and  strained  and  made  rubbery  thumping 

noises  against  the  sand  long  before  'Bird  had  a  reli- 
able blaze.  Not  until  Stormy  had  helped  the  other 

two  drag  the  raft  out  of  reach  of  the  waves,  did  the 

tinder  finally  catch,  but  the  rest  was  easy.  'Bird  stood 
as  they  approached,  grateful  that  the  concentration 
required  to  build  the  fire  had  burned  away  the  last 
of  his  detached  frivolity.  Now  that  he  was  actually 

doing  something  he  felt  fine.  It  was  not  doing — an- 
ticipating— that  mucked  around  with  his  mind. 

"Okay,"  Stormy  said,  when  the  fire  was  knee-high, 
"I'd  like  to  try  one  final  purification  rite,  and  then 
we  get  the  show  on  the  road.  I  doubt  this  has  much 

to  do  with  dolphin  magic,  but  I  do  think  it'll  help  put 
us  in  the  right  frame  of  mind.  'Sides,  the  dolphins 
thought  we  had  magic — so  maybe  we  do." 

"Fine,"  Rudy  muttered  shakily.  "So  what  do  you 
want  us  to  do?" 

Stormy  blushed  ever  so  slightly.  "Uh,  well,  first 
everybody  take  off  as  much  as  you're  willing  to. 
We're  gonna  be  dealing  with  natural  forces  here,  so 
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we  oughta  be  as  natural  as  possible  ourselves.  Rudy, 

that's  optional  for  you,  I  guess." 
Carolyn  frowned,  but  began  tugging  off  the  tan  se- 

rape  she  wore  above  a  gold  slick-suit  and  black  jeans, 
continuing  with  the  jeans.  Kevin  too  looked  un- 

happy, but  set  his  jaw  and  stripped  to  the  skin. 

"What  the  hey?"  he  sighed.  "Gary's  seen  it  all  before, 
and  none  of  us  lads  have  braggin'  rights  over  the  oth- 

ers, best  I  can  figure." 
"Same  here,"  Stormy  told  'Bird,  as  he  likewise 

doffed  his  togs,  leaving  'Bird  and  (after  a  brief  hesi- 
tation) Rudy  to  follow  suit.  Though  she'd  been 

skinny-dipping  with  two  of  them  a  few  hours  earlier, 
Carolyn  paused  at  the  slick-suit  she  wore  in  lieu  of 
underwear,  then  peeled  it  off  as  well.  She  had  a  nice 

body,  'Bird  couldn't  help  but  note  anew:  small  and 
slim,  but  perfectly  formed.  Then  again,  none  of  them 
looked  really  dreadful. 

Stormy  squatted  to  retrieve  the  pouch  that  had 
hung  from  his  belt.  When  he  rose,  he  held  a  handful 

of  bound  herbs  'Bird  recognized  as  sage.  Setting  it 
alight  at  the  fire,  he  withdrew  it  hastily.  It  went  out 

at  once,  but  continued  to  smolder  voluminously.  "I 
don't  know  your  traditions,"  he  told  Kevin,  Carolyn, 
and  Rudy,  "and  I'm  not  as  clear  as  I  should  be  on 
yours,  'Bird.  But  every  one  I  have  heard  about  at- 

tributes significance  to  the  number  four — and  often 
identifies  it  with  the  directions.  The  world  of  my 

father's  people,  the  Dineh,  was  traditionally 
bounded  by  four  sacred  mountains;  and  the  direc- 

tions had  great  power  for  'Bird's  folks.  I'm  not  sure 
what  you  others  are — or  if  you've  even  got  a  reli- 

gion— but  my  guess  is  that  since  you've  got  Irish — 
or  Latin — roots,  you  were  at  least  exposed  to  Ca- 

tholicism— " 

"Yeah,"  Kevin  acknowledged  softly,  "we  were." 
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" — in  which  case  you've  got  four  Evangelists  and, 
in  a  darker  tradition,  four  Archangels  as  Lords  of  the 
Directions.  So  what  I  want  us  all  to  do  is  to  cense 

each  other  with  this  sage,  and  then  I'll  light  my 
pipe" — he  gestured  to  yet  another  bundle  'Bird 
hadn't  noticed  before — "and  blow  smoke  in  the  di- 

rections plus  up  and  down,  then  pass  it  on.  And 
when  you  get  it,  do  the  same,  and  ask  whatever  Pow- 

ers are  important  to  you — even  if  they're  just  your 
ego  and  your  id,  or  whatever — to  be  with  us  through 
what  we're  about  to  embark  on.  That's  all  I  can  think 
to  do.  The  rest ...  is  the  rest.  Oh,  except  for  one 

thing,  which  I'll  get  to  in  a  minute." 
Whereupon  he  took  the  bundle  of  sage  and  swirled 

the  smoke  around  Kevin,  commencing  at  his  feet, 
then  raising  it  over  his  head,  then  back  around,  tak- 

ing care  that  the  smoke  wafted  over  most  of  his  body. 
When  he  had  finished,  he  handed  the  herb  to  Kevin 

and  whispered,  "You  do  'Bird." 
'Bird  closed  his  eyes  as  the  smoke  danced  around 

him,  suppressing  an  urge  to  cough.  When  he  sensed 
that  Kevin  was  done,  he  accepted  the  bundle  and 
repeated  the  ritual  around  Carolyn,  silently  asking 
his  Lords  of  the  Four  Directions — Asgaya  Sakani 
and  Asgaya  Tsunega  and  Asgaya  Gunnagei  and  es- 

pecially Asgaya  Gigagei,  the  Red  Man  of  the  East, 
Lord  of  Victory — to  aid  him,  adding  that  he  knew 

he'd  been  long  gone  from  the  circles  of  his  people's 
power,  but  if  that  could  be  overlooked,  he  planned 
to  be  more  attentive  in  the  future. 

Stormy  was  gazing  at  him  seriously  when  he  made 
one  final  flourish  and  extended  the  sage  to  Carolyn. 
Seriously,  but  with  approval. 

Carolyn's  face  was  impassive  as  she  swept  the 
smoking  herb  around  Rudy — who  then  followed  suit 
with   Stormy.   The   round  completed,   Stormy  re- 
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trieved  it  and  thrust  it  into  the  fire.  From  another 

bundle  behind  him  he  retrieved  an  arm-long  pipe, 
lit  it,  and  blew  smoke  in  the  sacred  directions,  plus 
up  and  down.  That  concluded  he  passed  it  to  Kevin, 

Kevin  to  'Bird,  and  so  on  through  the  circle.  Once  it 
was  back  in  his  hands,  he  carefully  placed  it  on  a 
pair  of  rocks,  squatted  by  his  pouch  again,  and 

brought  out  a  stick  of  what  'Bird  recognized  as  red 
ocher.  "Kev?"  he  called  softly.  "Come  here."  Kevin 
stepped  forward  obligingly,  though  he  looked  nerv- 

ous— as,  probably,  did  they  all.  "This  just  seems 
right,"  Stormy  explained  simply.  And  with  that,  he 
drew  a  Celtic-style  tri-pointed  star  on  Kevin's  fore- 

head, then  repeated  the  motif  on  his  upper  chest. 

"By  this  I  claim  knowledge  of  your  ancient  soul;  by 
this  may  the  gods  of  your  ancestors  likewise  know 

you  and  give  you  power." 
That  accomplished,  he  shifted  his  attention  to 

'Bird,  repeating  the  same  formula.  'Bird  couldn't  see 
what  he  sketched  on  his  forehead,  but  the  design 
centering  his  sternum  was  a  familiar  one:  a  cross-in- 
circle. 

Stormy  paused  when  he  came  to  Carolyn,  puffed 

his  cheeks  thoughtfully,  then  drew  a  design  'Bird 
hadn't  seen  before.  Mostly  it  resembled  a  yin-yang 
symbol,  save  that  the  two  components  were  fish — 

or  dolphins.  It  took  longer  than  the  others,  but  'Bird 
thought  the  effect  was  worth  it.  Certainly  Carolyn 
looked  pleased.  That  concluded,  Stormy  extended 

the  stump  of  ocher  to  'Bird.  "You're  the  closest  thing 
to  a  brother  I've  got,"  he  murmured.  "Would  you  do 
the  honors?" 

'Bird  flashed  the  briefest  of  resigned  half  smiles 
and  accepted  the  red  pigment.  But  what  did  he  do 

now?  Stormy  hadn't  warned  him  about  this.  And  he 
had  no  idea  what  iconography  might  be  appropri- 
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ate — his  specialty  was  Southeastern  art,  not  South- 

west. And  then  he  remembered  something  he'd  seen 
on  a  flag  at  Stormy's  apartment.  Grinning,  he 
sketched  a  circle,  flanking  it  with  a  complexity  of 
rays  oriented  in  the  cardinal  directions. 

Stormy  smiled  his  approval,  then  glanced  uneasily 
at  Rudy. 

"I  .  .  .  don't  think  I  deserve  one,"  Rudy  whispered. 
"Not  if  I'm  just  gonna  stay  here  and  keep  the  home 
fires  burning.  Magic  spread  four  ways  is  stronger 

than  magic  spread  five." 
"It's  your  call,"  Stormy  told  him  solemnly.  "But 

not  your  battle." 
"I  know,"  Rudy  said  quietly.  "Maybe  another  day." 
Stormy  stared  at  him  an  instant  longer,  then  lifted 

his  head  to  check  the  sky.  "Well,  let's  to  it,"  he 
sighed.  "Looks  like  we're  gonna  be  just  in  time." 

"I'll .  .  .  meet  you  there,"  Carolyn  said  slowly.  "If 

you  lads  don't  mind." 
"Go  to,"  Kevin  urged,  pausing  to  give  her  a  quick, 

firm  hug.  "And  hey,  sis:  take  care.  I  love  you!" 
"You  too — all  of  you." 
And  then  Carolyn  was  jogging  toward  the  north 

point  of  the  bay,  where  a  series  of  caves  carved  pools 
of  shadow  in  the  cliffs,  many  of  them  half-full  of  wa- 

ter. 'Bird  watched  her  wade  waist-deep  into  one  that 
was  maybe  a  meter  wide  and  taller  than  her  head. 
She  disappeared  into  it,  and  did  not  return. 

But  a  dolphin  did:  a  sleek  silver  shape  skipping 
into  the  waves.  It  called  to  them  in  its  chattery  lan- 

guage, leapt  once  into  the  air,  then  dived. 

"Good,"  'Bird  breathed  in  relief.  "Cary's  new  bud- 
dies got  the  skin  to  the  hidey-hole  after  all." 

"Very  good,"  Stormy  echoed.  "One  little  orca  am- 
bush, and  we'd  have  been  in  trouble." 

Kevin  glanced  to  the  east  and  frowned.  "Quicker 
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begun,  quicker  done,"  he  mumbled,  rummaging  in 
his  well-nigh  empty  backpack.  "Let's  get  our  duds 
on  and  get  going."  He  flung  a  pair  of  skimpy  white 
swim  trunks  at  'Bird,  who  snared  them  from  the  air 
and  put  them  on.  He  and  Stormy  did  the  same.  Rudy 
retrieved  his  gym  shorts. 

Without  a  word,  Stormy  produced  a  heavy  canvas- 
wrapped  bundle  the  size  and  shape  of  a  bucket,  then 
motioned  them  to  the  raft.  A  tiny  outboard  motor 
had  been  strapped  to  the  back,  its  propeller  tilted  up 

for  the  nonce.  While  'Bird  and  Kevin  donned  orange 
life  jackets,  Stormy  stowed  their  gear,  including  the 
bulky  parcel — which  proved  to  be  a  section  of  tree 
trunk  as  long  as  his  forearm  and  roughly  that  wide, 
hollow  along  most  of  its  length  and  pitched  inside, 
with  a  tanned  skin  beside  it,  ready  to  be  drawn 

across  the  open  end.  A  water  drum.  Red  Wounds's 
water  drum:  one  of  the  most  precious  things  he 
owned.  They  had  almost  no  volume  close  in,  but 

'Bird  knew  from  experience  that  the  sound  would 
carry  for  kilometers. 

Stormy  slipped  his  life  jacket  on  and  eased  around 

to  the  raft's  north  gunwale.  'Bird  took  the  south  and 
Rudy  the  rear — when  Kevin  (to  'Bird's  surprise) 
strode  out  decisively  to  grab  the  pull  ring  at  the  bow. 
Together,  the  four  of  them  dragged  the  raft  into  the 
water.  Fortunately,  the  bay  was  shallow  and  its  floor 
smooth,  with  few  breakers  to  disturb  their  footing, 
so  that  they  were  easily  sixty  meters  offshore — with 
the  water  still  scarcely  more  than  waist-deep — be- 

fore all  but  Rudy  scrambled  aboard.  As  the  Spanish 
youth  wished  them  luck  and  released  his  hold, 
Stormy  claimed  the  stern,  cranked  the  little  motor, 
and  steered  them  toward  the  open  sea,  keeping  the 
headlands  to  north  and  south  as  equidistant  as  pos- 

sible. Kevin  sat  in  the  bow  looking  grim  and  wor- 
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ried — and  a  lot  younger  than  the  day  before.  Really 

scared,  'Bird  concluded.  On  the  other  hand,  he  had 
the  most  to  lose:  not  only  his  own  life,  but  that  of 

his  sister.  Impulsively,  'Bird  clapped  him  on  the 
shoulder.  "You're  a  good  man,  Kev.  I  hope  you  know 

that." Kevin  shrugged,  but  managed  a  half  smile  and 
squeezed  the  hand.  Silence  fell  among  them,  then, 

as  Carolyn — identified  by  a  distinctive  zigzag  pat- 
tern on  her  right  fluke — slowly  guided  them  into  the 

increasingly  choppy  water  in  the  center  of  the  bay. 

For  his  part,  'Bird  focused  on  filling  the  drum 
clamped  between  his  legs  one-third  full  of  water, 
then  dousing  the  brain-tanned  head  in  the  puddle 
he  was  already  sitting  in,  and  stretching  it  across  the 
top.  If  anything  happened  to  it .  .  . 

And  something  could.  For  they  were  nearly  half  a 
klik  offshore  now,  and  the  weather  was  worsening 
rapidly.  The  clouds  that  earlier  had  hung  low  to  the 
east  had  spread  like  locusts  to  obscure  half  the  sky. 
And  where  before  they  had  looked  thin  and  striated, 
now  they  roiled  thick  and  heavy  as  the  smoke  of  a 
thousand  oil  wells  burning.  Lightning  flickered 

within  them,  too,  though  'Bird's  more  optimistic  as- 
pect hoped  that  was  still  the  fading  fire  of  the  de- 

parted sun.  The  moon,  if  any,  was  prisoner  behind 
them.  What  sky  remained  looked  purple-blue  and 
sullen,  like  a  bruise.  The  cliffs  at  their  back  were  a 
barrier  of  black — as  forbidding  to  the  humans  as  sky 
and  sea.  Only  the  tiny  spark  of  the  fire  left  burning 

there  gave  comfort.  'Bird  felt  like  that  wavering 
flame:  an  ember  of  warm  bright  hope  set  against  a 
world  rapidly  going  loco  with  the  dark  primal  force 
of  a  rising  storm. 

Even  as  he  thought  that,  the  wind  picked  up, 
sweeping  his  hair  in  his  eyes,  blinding  him  with 
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spray.  The  waves,  which  had  been  disconcertingly 
smooth,  became  abruptly  rougher.  Water  slapped  at 
the  rubber  gunwale,  dousing  him  from  ribs  down.  He 
grabbed  frantically  for  the  drum. 

Lightning  flashed — far  off,  but  clear.  Thunder 
rumbled  an  eager  reply.  Challenge  made  and  ac- 

cepted. Threat  and  counterthreat. 
— And  as  if  that  had  been  a  signal,  Carolyn  leapt 

straight  up  into  the  air — higher  and  higher  she  rose, 
impossibly  high,  then  poised  aloft  as  if  weightless 
before  arching  to  begin  her  descent. 
And  the  instant  she  entered  the  waves,  all  the 

world  went  crazy — 
Lightning  flashed  again,  closer  this  time,  stabbing 

the  sea  so  violently  'Bird  expected  to  hear  the  waves hiss. 

Instead,  the  world  below — the  watery  world 

around  them — suddenly  dissolved  into  what  'Bird 
could  only  describe  as  an  upward  rain  of  dolphins. 

As  one  they  leapt,  shattering  the  bay's  surface  with 
their  flight,  so  that,  for  a  timeless  instant,  sky, 
beasts,  and  sea  became  one,  with  the  raft  suspended 
between. 

Then,  as  quickly,  the  dolphins  smashed  back  into 
the  water,  and  the  fractious  waves  returned.  But  this 
time  the  whitecaps  were  shattered  over  and  over  by 

what  'Bird  suspected,  from  the  many-score  fins  that 
dipped  and  dived  among  the  wave  crests,  was  a  pro- 

tective ring  of  dolphins,  easily  ten  meters  across  on 
every  side.  How  many  individuals  comprised  that 
living  rampart,  he  had  no  idea.  Hundreds,  maybe. 
Or  thousands.  Unnaturally  many.  In  spite  of  him- 

self, he  shivered,  for  it  reminded  him  far  too  much 
of  the  previous  night,  when  he  and  Carolyn  had 
found  themselves  on  a  barely  less  perilous  craft  sur- 

rounded by  cetaceans.  That  these  were  the  good 
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guys  was  little  cause  for  optimism,  however;  for  just 

as  'Bird's  chills  subsided,  he  caught  sight  of  another, 
though  less  defined,  host  of  fins  arrowing  their  way 
out  of  the  east:  larger  fins,  and  darker. 

"Orcas,"  Kevin  breathed.  "Straight  ahead." 
"Got  it,"  'Bird  grunted  grimly.  "Stormy,  cut  the 

motor." 
"Guess  I'd  better,"  Stormy  sighed.  And  did. 
The  air  lost  one  sound,  but  the  ensuing  vacuum 

was  instantly  filled  with  the  slap  of  waves,  the  hiss 
of  the  wind,  the  flop  of  flukes  and  fins  breaking  the 
surface  of  the  sea. 

"They  gonna  actually  fight?"  Stormy  wondered, 
motioning  toward  the  approaching  orcas. 

"Gary  didn't  think  so,"  Kevin  answered.  "This  is 
supposed  to  be  beyond  that:  magic  versus  magic." 

"Magic,"  'Bird  muttered.  "God,  I  hope  we're  up  for 

this." "We  are,"  Stormy  whispered.  "Man,  we've  gotta 

be." "Oh,  Jesus,  look!"  Kevin  broke  in,  pointing  past 
the  gunwale,  east,  to  the  open  sea. 

'Bird  peered  around  him — and  saw  the  orcas  sud- 
denly slide  from  chaos  into  rigorous  formation,  fins 

alternately  close  and  far,  as  they  swam  in  a  coun- 
terclockwise spiral  around  the  dolphins  and  the  raft. 

And  then,  one  after  the  other,  as  they  reached  the 
eastern  extreme  of  their  circuit,  they  dived. 

He  suppressed  a  shudder  at  that,  for  cyclones  in 
the  northern  hemisphere  likewise  spun  that  way. 

"Dolphins  too,"  Stormy  gasped.  "See." 
And  indeed  the  dolphins  were  mirroring  the  or- 

cas— save  that  they  swam  in  the  opposite  direction. 
But  like  their  adversaries,  when  they  reached  true 

east,  they  dived,  leaving  the  raft  alone  in  increas- 
ingly rough  water. 
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"  'Bird,"  Stormy  murmured,  bending  close.  "I 
think  it's  time." 

'Bird  simply  closed  his  eyes  and  tried  to  center 
himself,  even  as  his  fingers  sought  the  head  of  the 
water  drum.  This  was  it,  then.  The  Singer  had  to 
Sing,  the  Drummer  had  to  Drum.  Kevin  had  given 
them  all  copies  of  the  words,  laminated  in  plastic, 

though  'Bird  had  memorized  them.  The  execution 
was  up  to  him — and  Carolyn. 

But  as  he  held  his  breath,  striving  to  calm  his  heart 
and  his  brain  and  his  breathing,  it  came  to  him  at 
that  point  of  stillness  at  his  center,  that  somewhere 
close  by  there  was  already  singing.  Steeling  himself, 
he  drifted  deeper.  And  knewl 

They'd  begun,  the  dolphins  and  orcas  had:  sing- 
ing, singing,  singing.  He  sensed  it  with  his  soul  more 

than  his  ears,  but  for  all  that  he  knew  it  was  true. 
Knew  that  somewhere  beneath  him  a  dark  heavy 
humming  had  begun,  thick  and  discordant,  above 
and  around  which  a  bright  melody  darted  and  spi- 
raled  and  interwove,  like  a  net  of  gold  cast  around 
molten  lead. 

The  wind  slapped  'Bird's  hair  into  his  eyes,  then; 
and  he  blinked  back  to  himself,  to  see  his  friends' 
faces  wild  with  alarm.  The  raft  lifted,  settled,  lifted 
again,  tilting  as  waves  rose  higher  around  it.  The  sky 
was  black.  The  air  felt  thick  as  cotton,  tense  as  wire. 
Any  second  it  would  rain. 

Gritting  his  teeth,  'Bird  tightened  the  drumhead 
one  last  turn,  set  the  wooden  base  against  the  rubber 
in  the  center  of  the  raft,  wrapped  his  legs  around  it, 
settled  his  spine  as  much  as  he  could  into  a  proud, 
poised  arch — and  tapped  the  taut  leather  with  his 
fingers. 

The  sound  was  soft,  yet  he  heard  it.  But  he  felt  it 
more,  felt  it  thrum  up  through  his  bones  and  his 
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blood  and  twine  like  a  lover  with  his  spirit.  And  the 
water  beneath  him,  he  prayed,  likewise  listened. 

He  sang  first  in  Cherokee,  a  song  from  Mooney's 
Myths  they  had  risked  a  few  minutes  to  retrieve.  It 
was  the  formula  for  turning  storms: 

"Yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi, 
Yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi,  yuhahi — Yu! 

Sge!  Ha-nagwa  hinahunski  tayi.  Ha-tasti-gwu 
gunskaihu.  Tsutalii-gwatina  haluni.  Kunigwa- 
tina  dulaska  galunnlati-gwu  witukti.  Wiguny- 
asehisi.  Atali  tsugunnyi  witetsatanunusi 
nunnahi  tasanelagi  degatsanawadisesti.  Run- 
stu  dutssuni  atunnwa-     sutehahi  tsutuneli- 

sesti.  Sge!" 

And  then  he  sang  in  Lakota,  a  song  he  had  learned 
at  a  powwow  long  ago. 

"Ate  wiohpeyata  nawajin  yelo.  wamayanka 
yo!  Ite  Otateya  nawajin  yelo  .  .  . 

Stormy  joined  him  then,  on  the  choruses,  adding 

his  higher  voice  more  strongly  when  'Bird  started 
over.  It  would  have  added  a  nice  kind  of  symmetry, 
he  thought,  to  insert  a  Navajo  song  next,  but  he 

didn't  know  any,  and  the  only  ones  Stormy  recalled 
were  inappropriate.  And,  as  his  friend  had  noted,  the 
last  thing  Navajo  generally  wanted  to  do  was  banish 
storms. 

Oh  well,  they  still  had  Kevin. 
Kevin  .  .  . 
No  time  like  the  present. 
So  it  was,  then,  that  as  the  sky  turned  darker  yet, 

the  waves  began  to  wash  over  the  gunwale  far  too 
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frequently,  and  the  wind  howled  like  one  of  Kevin's 
ancestral  banshees,  'Bird  shifted  the  beat  to  that which  had  come  to  him  in  a  medicine  dream  and 

began  to  chant  the  song  Kevin  Alistair  Mauney  had 
written  to  banish  this  storm  from  sky  and  sea  and 
earth. 

"You  are  not  a  storm,  besotted  thing!  You  are  a 
shadow,  a  shred  of  smoke,  a  smear  of 

stagnant  water  on  the  wind  .  .  .  " 

Kevin  joined  him  on  the  second  verse,  and  Stormy 
added  his  voice  on  the  third. 

Louder  and  louder  they  sang,  and  harder  and 

harder  went  'Bird's  hands  on  the  drum. 
But  still  the  storm  clouds  thickened. 



Chapter  XXXVI: 
Battlesong 

(The  Gulf  of  Mexico) 

(Saturday,  September  3 — shortly  past  sunset) 

It  was  like  meeting  three  old  friends  together,  and 
being  welcomed  like  a  long-lost  sister  by  each  one. 

But  of  the  three,  the  skin  was  Carolyn's  biggest 
surprise.  Before — the  first  time — she'd  been  so  dis- 

gusted by  the  very  concept  of  putting  on  another 

sentient  creature's  bloody  hide — and  so  tired — and 
so  confused  by  irreparable  fractures  in  her  most  fun- 

damental beliefs  about  the  nature  of  reality,  that  she 
had  actually  paid  little  attention  to  the  mechanics  of 

the  change.  She'd  simply  stood  in  the  breakers,  as 
nuked  as  she'd  ever  been,  reached  back,  felt  some- 

thing warm,  wet,  and  sticky — and  then  ...  a  tin- 
gling, a  wash  of  warmth  like  liquid  fire  flooding 

through  her,  and  that  screwy  reversal  sensation  .  .  . 

and  then,  quite  simply,  she'd  been  a  dolphin.  Oh, 
there'd  been  a  moment's  queasy  panic  when  she  re- 

alized the  impossible  was  actually  occurring;  an- 
other fleeting  thrill  of  doubt  as  the  change  washed 

through  her  heart,  prompting  first  a  pause,  then  a 
shift  of  beat;  and  a  final  flare  of  warmth  and  sound 
and  light  as  her  senses  realigned.  But  no  pain,  no 
unpleasantness. 

436 
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The  second  change,  there  in  the  half-drowned 
cave,  had  been  identical,  save  that  this  time  her  sci- 

entist persona  had  been  primed  and  taking  notes — 
not  that  she  expected  actually  to  use  them,  she  has- 

tened to  add.  No  time  soon,  anyway. 
That  assumed,  after  all,  that  she  lived  through  the 

night. 

Which  brought  her  to  the  other  two  "old  friends." 
For  if  putting  on  the  skin  had  been  one,  had  been 
like  easing  on  a  comfortable  pair  of  jeans,  slipping 
into  the  sea  had  been  another  and  merging  herself 

with  the  subtle  harmonies  of  the  dolphins'  "song" the  third. 

Only  for  an  instant  was  she  alone  in  the  water, 
before  she  caught  the  first  ripples  of  melody/image/ 

conversation.  She  recognized  it  immediately  as  Ka- 

tana's  "voice"  and  homed  in  on  it  eagerly.  But  before 
they  had  time  for  more  than  an  exchange  of  greet- 

ings, others  jostled  in;  only  this  time  she  was  able  to 
sort  them  out  with  effortless  facility. 

And  those  greetings  filled  her  both  with  a  wonder 
she  had  never  known,  and  a  sense  of  responsibility 

she  could  not  have  imagined.  For  as  soon  as  Katana's 
adopted  pod  recognized  her — and  as  more  and  more 
members  added  their  acknowledgments  while  she 
sped  to  what  she  knew  instinctively  was  the  rendez- 

vous point  at  the  mouth  of  the  bay — she  sensed  a 
swelling  tide  of  welcoming  that  was  almost  over- 

whelming. Kat  and  Bo  had  been  first,  of  course,  and 
then  the  Mother-Queen-Sister,  and  then  others — so 
many  others,  each  with  names,  histories,  relation- 

ships, each  with  some  priceless  fragment  of  human- 

ity's heritage  locked  in  those  vast  mental  archives 
that  might  not  survive  the  night.  Which  would  be  a 
tragedy  for  both  species. 

But  was  she,  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  up  to  pro- 
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tecting  even  a  fraction  of  such  closeness?  A  hun- 
dredth part  of  such  an  unimaginable  store  of 

knowledge?  She  didn't  know.  She  just  didn't  know. 
You  are  the  One,  they  chorused,  reassuringly.  You 

are  the  Way!  You  can  help  us  vanquish  the  storm 
and  the  waves  and  the  night. 

The  night .  .  . 
The  very  manner  in  which  her  companions 

thought  that  word  filled  her  with  unspeakable  dread, 
and  the  closer  to  the  center  of  the  bay,  the  more  that 
dark  undercurrent  wore  through  the  thoughts 
around  her,  like  a  favorite  photograph  browning 
with  age. 

Yet  she  continued  on,  rising  now,  almost  subcon- 
sciously, and  arching  through  the  water  to  guide  Kev 

and  'Bird  and  Stormy  on  that  suddenly  very  frail  raft 
that  carried  them  to  their  own  private  rendezvous 
with  destiny.  She  was  sorry  for  them,  too:  up  there 
so  alone.  As  she  was  not,  for  the  dolphins  never  left 
her;  indeed  their  numbers  increased  by  the  second, 
as  first  one  pod,  then  another,  then  a  third  added 
their  strength  to  the  ranks,  so  that  the  nearer  she 
drew  to  the  open  sea,  the  more  she  sensed  a  good- 
sized  army  being  marshaled. 

We  are  the  Jin-folk  of  Bimini,  one  group  pro- 
claimed, surprising  her  with  the  human  place  name. 

We  are  from  Veracruz,  another  added.  We  have 
come  from  Curasao,  a  third  chimed  in.  More  and 
more.  Four — eight — fifteen.  She  lost  track  of  them, 
there  were  so  many — and  felt  a  surge  of  panic  as  the 
presence  of  all  those  excited,  anxious  minds  threat- 

ened to  overwhelm  her.  But  just  as  she  began  to  yield 
to  doubt,  the  thread  of  melody  that  had  been  drifting 
through  all  those  greetings  and  fears  and  concerns 
strengthened  and  asserted  itself. 

She  did  not  truly  understand  it — not  as  she  un- 
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derstood  speech  when  it  was  directed  at  her.  But  at 
some  far  more  fundamental  level  she  knew  it  was  a 

song  of  peace  and  protection  that  an  entire  small  pod 

was  singing  to  calm  the  waters  around  Kev  and  'Bird 
and  Stormy. 

She  listened,  briefly  caught  up  in  yet  another  tiny 
wonder.  And  at  that  moment,  with  her  mind  tuned 
primarily  for  that  song,  she  likewise  heard  the  other. 

So  low,  so  deep,  so  dark  and  subtle  it  was,  that  she 
had  missed  it.  It  was  like  white  noise,  like  infra- 

sound, like  the  slow  grating  of  the  plates  of  the  earth 

grinding  and  pressing  and  fumbling  at  each  other — 
sending  out  vast  waves  of  power  that  no  one  heard. 
No  one  human!  But  dolphins — and  obviously 

more  importantly,  orcas — had  evidently  been  hear- 
ing them  for  millennia.  And  not  only  hearing  them, 

studying  them,  analyzing  them,  and  examining 

them;  and — finally — learning  to  duplicate  them — a 
thousand  times  faster,  stronger,  and  more  violently. 
And  they  had  given  the  same  attention  to  the 

magma  pressing  up  through  the  rocks  from  the  man- 
tle of  the  earth,  and  the  sweep  of  currents  through 

the  sea,  and  the  slide  of  tides  against  the  land — and 
the  thump  and  glide  of  winds  and  air  pressures  and 
temperatures  that  gave  rise  to  hurricanes. 

All  those  forces — all  those  assaults  and  resis- 
tances— made  their  own  sorts  of  unheard  sound. 

And  those  whose  minds  were  already  tuned  to  read- 
ing such  messages  as  those  primal  powers  sent  toll- 
ing through  the  seas  had  learned  them  and  copied 

them  and  boosted  them  with  their  minds — and  now, 
in  a  mighty,  evil  chorus,  brought  them  to  bear. 

For  when  one  sang  the  essence  of  wind  a  certain 
way,  then  amplified  that  song,  the  real  winds  had  no 
choice  but  to  respond.  And  when  one  hummed  the 
fundament  of  cold  pressing  down  from  the  sky  and 
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the  counterchord  of  rising  heat — there  was  no  need 
to  sing  the  cacophony  where  those  two  clashed  and 
sent  chaos  rolling  through  the  heavens. 

And  Carolyn  knew  that  was  happening:  knew  that 
the  orcas  had  already  begun  that  deep  and  terrible 
hymn  born  of  sounds  that  were  far  too  slow  for  ears, 

copied  by  minds  that  were  far  too  strong  and  sub- 
tle— and  by  that  complex  craft  conjured  a  hurricane. 
The  battle  has  begun,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister 

told  her.  But  this  is  still  the  formal  stage — threat 
and  boast,  boast  and  threat.  It  is  an  art  we  learned 

from  coriding  with  your folk!  Now  come,  join  me — 
join  us  all  and  let  us  rise  to  meet  the  Lower  Sky  and 

the  Upper.  Leap  with  us — lead  us  with  your  leap- 
ing—for we  have  no  spears  to  flourish,  nor  shields 

to  beat,  and  so  we  must  make  spears  and  swords 

and  darts  and  arrows  of  our  bodies.  Now — RISE! 
And  Carolyn  simply  flipped  her  flukes  a  certain 

way  and  swam  straight  up.  — And  kept  on  swimming 
as  she  broke  through  the  dome  of  the  lower  sky  and 
let  momentum  thrust  her  twice  her  length  into  the 

upper.  She  saw  Kevin  and  'Bird  and  Stormy  down 
there,  their  faces  grim,  then  shifting  to  joyous  sur- 

prise— and  then  gravity  found  her  and  she  was  fall- 
ing. But  even  as  she  struck  the  water,  she  felt  other 

forms  following  in  her  wake — and  as  they  broke 
through  the  surface  of  the  sea  and  made  it  one  with 
the  air  and  the  sky — she  heard  one  bright  chord  of 
the  countersong  begin. 

Carolyn  did  not  join  in,  however;  she  did  not  know 
how,  did  not  know  the — words  was  too  poor  a  con- 

cept, too  limited,  better  say  will  or  dream  or  drive. 
But  that  did  not  concern  her,  the  Mother-Queen- 
Sister  had  told  her  to  wait,  that  she  would  know  the 
time.  And  it  would  be  soon  .  .  . 

In  the  meantime,  she  listened. 
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What  she  "heard"  was  well  worth  listening  to. 
If  the  orcas'  song  had  been  born  of  infrasound  and 

the  dark  forces  of  the  earth,  of  press  and  push,  grind 
and  shatter,  the  song  her  companions  used  in  riposte 

was  the  opposite  of  all  those  things.  'Bird  had  told 
her  of  his  latest  dream — how  the  orcas'  music  was 
cacophony  and  chaos  bound  by  the  most  tenuous 
form,  like  the  pedals  of  an  immense  organ  randomly 
stomped  by  a  child,  while  dolphin  music  was  all 
rhythm  and  energy  and  intricacy,  like  a  fugue  played 

purely  on  the  high  keys.  And  he'd  been  right — only 
there  was  more  to  it  than  that,  for  he  had  only  heard 

the  melody,  not  truly  felt  its  source — which  she  did. 
It  was  the  tinkle  of  ice  crystals  growing,  of  fractals 
spiraling  infinitely  fine,  of  light  slicing  into  lattices 
of  glass  and  dispersing  in  all  its  separate  colors,  of 
equivalent  magic  wrought  in  the  sky  to  stretch  those 
tenuous  bridges  called  rainbows. 

And  on  a  more  primal  level,  it  was  the  weakness 
of  countless  small  things  opposed  to  the  strength  of 

the  immense-but-few.  A  net  of  complexity  set  to 
bind  that  which  was  simple — and  brutal. 

The  orcas  hummed  an  earth  chord,  and  the  sea 
floor  shifted,  and  the  force  of  that  release  thrummed 
through  the  land,  through  the  ocean,  and  into  the 
sky.  And  they  growled  another  tone,  and  two  air 
masses  collided,  and  began  to  spin,  and  caught  up 
others  with  their  force,  like  feuding  lovers,  then 
drank  the  energy  the  earth  had  sent  them  and  grew 
more  violent  still. 

But  then  the  dolphins  whistled  back,  and  the  air 
drew  water  from  the  crests  of  whitecaps,  and  made 
friction  that  slowed  the  storm.  And  they  chanted  a 
complex  chorus,  and  fragments  of  vapor  that  hid  in 
the  vast  wave  fronts  of  the  rising  winds  slowed  and 
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spun  a  different  way,  and  weakened  the  unity  the 
orcas  desired. 

It  was  more  than  Carolyn  could  comprehend,  and 
the  images  she  conjured  to  help  were  but  shadows 
and  approximations.  Yet  even  so,  the  strangeness  of 

it  staggered  her.  Intangibles — thoughts,  ideas  .  .  . 
desires,  dreams — were  manipulating  concepts 
scarcely  better  understood:  gravity,  magnetism, 
even — apparently — the  lesser  and  greater  atomic 
forces,  those  things  that  were  acknowledged  to  be 
but  could  not  be  measured  or  touched  or  totally  de- 
fined. 

Do  not  try  to  understand,  the  Mother-Queen- 
Sister  warned  her  suddenly.  You  know  science — 
and  you  know  that  when  things  grow  too  small  or 

too  large  they  cease,  in  any  realistic  sense,  to  be — 
and  yet  they  are.  The  physical  world  could  well  be 

made  up  of  particles  that  have  no  mass;  the  uni- 
verse as  a  whole  is  mostly  empty  space.  Your  mind 

is  water  and  chemicals  and  electricity.  Yet  you 
know  that  you  and  the  world  are  very  much  more 
than  that.  It  is  that  more  you  should  concern  your- 

self with  now.  Not  the  how — but  the  simple  desire. 
You  must  desire  that  we  win — desire  that  this 
storm  that  tortures  the  seas  and  the  skies — shall 
fade  away  and  be  gone. 

I— You  are  not  yet  able  to  think  large  enough  yet  sub- 
tly enough  to  aid  our  song.  But  we  are  not  able  to 

think  specific  enough,  and  .  .  .  emotionally  enough, 
to  sing  any  other,  without  aid.  The  orcas  sing  the 
earth.  You  must  sing  the  soul. 

And  then,  as  if  on  cue  (and  perhaps,  Carolyn 

thought,  there  had  even  been  one  that  'Bird  or 
Stormy  or  Kev  had  sensed  at  some  level  below  con- 

scious thought),  another  song  began. 
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She  felt  it  first  as  a  beat — the  force  of  'Bird's  fin- 
gers striking  a  drumhead,  then  thrumming  through 

its  wood,  and  thence  through  the  floor  of  the  raft  and 
into  the  water,  whence  it  entered  her  ears.  But  the 
drumming  did  not  stop  there,  it  sifted  beyond  that 

to  permeate  her  whole  body,  so  that  every  cell  res- 
onated to  that  primal  dream-born  pulse. 

And  then,  even  more  amazingly,  words  began  to 

join  it  as  well — words  that  rose  from  human  lungs 
and  were  shaped  by  human  tongues  and  mouths  and 
lips;  that  leapt  into  the  air  the  orcas  were  even  now 
seeking  to  bring  to  their  will,  and  defied  it;  that  then 
struck  the  seas — and  vanished.  Except  they  did  not; 

they  simply  shifted  form.  And  Carolyn's  ears — or 
something — could  hear  them  still;  and  not  only  hear 
the  literal  sounds,  but  with  the  new  strength  in  her 
mind,  read  the  more  basic  emotions  that  drove 
them. 

Carolyn  had  not  heard  Kevin's  song,  not  the  words 
and  the  beat  as  one,  and  had  only  read  it  twice;  thus 
she  had  a  sense  of  it,  but  not  an  intimate  under- 

standing. Not  that  it  mattered  at  the  moment,  for 

'Bird  was  singing  something  else — something  from 
his  own  heritage  that  he  hoped  would  lay  a  founda- 

tion for  what  would  come  later.  And  it  seemed  to  be 

working — perhaps  in  part  because  'Bird  himself sensed  that  he  was  heir  to  an  ancient  tradition  of 

power:  that  the  mighty  among  his  people  (and  he 
was  himself  mighty  among  them  now)  had  once 
dared  to  defy  storms  and  conjure  their  defeat. 

And  around  her  she  sensed  a  stirring  and  a  shifting 

of  the  dolphin  song  as  they  grasped  'Bird's  melody 
and  wove  it  with  their  own — and  to  her  amazement 
found  that  it  strengthened  it,  as  melted  wax  can 
blend  with  the  softest  fabric  and  make  it  firm. 

She  tried  to  sing  it  too,  but  failed.  Her  voices — 
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inner  and  outer — seemed  forced  and  discordant. 

Another  song,  then,  one  she  did  not  know  at  all — 
on  an  intellectual  level.  Lakota,  she  identified,  only 

because  'Bird  had  told  her.  And  yet  again  it  spoke 
not  to  her  mind  but  to  something  more  intimate  and 
instinctive,  and  conjured  grasslands  stretching  for  a 
hundred  score  of  miles,  bowing  under  summer  rains. 
But  not  all,  never  all  at  once.  And  however  long  they 
were  beaten  down,  they  always  rose  again,  sprang 
up  stronger  than  before,  as  soon  as  storm  winds 
passed. 

And  somehow,  she  sensed,  the  physical  war — the 
war  in  the  upper  sky — was  changing  with  that  too. 
The  winds  were  weakening,  the  force  of  their  most 
dangerous  spins  unraveling,  the  waves  lessening 
their  perilous  rise  and  fall. 

We're  winning!  she  cried.  And  without  even  us- 
ing Kev's  song! 

Perhaps  .  .  .  someone  countered.  But  we  dare  not 
relax  for  an  instant. 

Carolyn  was  confused,  then  realized  what  was 

meant.  For  as  soon  as  'Bird  paused  at  the  end  of  the 
Dineh  song,  the  orcas'  song  came  surging  back,  and 
she  could  feel  the  very  water  around  her  go  tense  as 
the  storm  roared  to  fury  once  more. 

And  then — blessedly — the  drum  spoke  again,  and 
the  rhythm  altered;  and  where  before  it  had  merely 
spoken  to  her  soul,  now  it  began  to  court  it:  to  cajole 
and  resonate  with  it. 

Words  reached  her  too — words  she  knew.  Kevin's 
words ! 

She  started  to  sing  .  .  . 
Only  .  .  . 
— She  was  failing.  She  could  not  make  her  voice 

match  what  'Bird's  voice  and  Kevin's  words  and  im- 
ages fed  into  her  mind.  She  was  supposed  to  trans- 
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late — and  could  not.  Something  was  blocking  her — 
not  something  external,  she  hastened  to  add,  some- 

thing in  her  own  weak  human  soul.  She  couldn't  do 
this!  Whatever  shape  she  wore,  her  mind  was  hu- 

man, she  could  not  change  that.  Oh,  she  could  play 
at  the  other — but  she  could  not  understand  it,  as  a 
child  could  hear  and  appreciate  the  complexities  of 
a  Handel  chorale  but  not  imitate  one,  or  feel  wonder 
when  gazing  at  a  carpet  page  from  the  Book  ofKells, 
yet  not  be  able  to  keep  inside  the  lines  of  a  coloring 
exercise. 

And  even  as  she  realized  that — a  wave  of  despair 
surged  through  the  ranks  around  her — those  ranks 
whose  physical  selves  she  had  forgotten  existed. 

Abruptly,  she  remembered  her  eyes — and  saw 
chaos:  dolphins  shaking,  shuddering,  twitching 
oddly  and  without  grace.  Without  thinking,  she  sur- 

faced— had  to,  for  whatever  else  she  was,  she  wore 
the  shape  of  a  mammal  and  had,  now  and  then,  to 
drink  air. 

A  flick  of  her  flukes  and  she  was  there. 

Gazing  on  horror. 
The  sky  was  black,  save  where  here  and  there 

lightning  bolts  fought  their  own  bright  battles  among 
the  clouds. 

And  the  ocean  was  wild.  Huge  waves  rolled  and 
dived  a  hundred  meters  to  either  side,  their  crests 
so  shredded  by  a  hard,  cold  wind  that  the  border 
between  sea  and  air  was  blurred.  Only  closer  in, 
where  the  raft  that  held  her  friends  tipped  and 
turned,  was  the  chaos  marginally  subdued.  But  even 
there  the  raft  dipped  and  leapt  alarmingly,  making 

it  doubly  difficult  for  the  grim-faced  'Bird  to  main- 
tain his  beat,  or  for  Stormy  in  the  stern  or  Kevin  in 

the  bow  to  read  the  words  laminated  between  plastic 
sheets. 
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And  even  as  she  watched,  the  winds  picked  up 
alarmingly,  the  waves  beyond  grew  higher.  And  the 
zone  of  calm  water  shrank  around  her. 

She  dived. 

/  can't  do  it,  she  groaned — to  everyone  and  none. 
Then  we  are  lost,  came  the  reply.  We  are  lost  and 

you  are  lost  and  your  friends  are  lost  and  maybe 

men's  dominion  over  the  land  is  lost  as  well;  for 
what  can  be  done  here  can  be  repeated  a  thousand 
times  over.  And  there  are  not  enough  of  us  to 
counter  it  all. 

But.  .  . 

We  cannot  tell  you  how.  But  it  is  in  you — we 
sense  it  in  you,  the  same  way  these  orcas  sense  the 
stresses  in  the  earth  and  call  them  forth  with  their 
cold  dismal  song. 

But  .  .  . 

Think,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  suggested  softly, 
you  who  have  done  it  twice  already,  how  it  would 
really  be  to  die! 

What?  Carolyn  cried,  in  shock.  But  then  had  no 

more  time  for  explanations,  for  'Bird  had  finished 
the  initial  rendering  of  Kevin's  song  and  was  starting 
over.  And  in  that  moment's  hesitation,  she  felt  the 
latent  energy  of  the  storm  double  in  force — and  like- 

wise felt  the  force  of  his  fear,  so  strong  it  was  that  it 
reached  out  through  whatever  lay  between  their  two 
minds  and  touched  her. 

Naked,  primal  fear.  Instinct  for  survival.  Flight  or 
fight.  The  lizard  brain  had  overridden  intellect — and 
it  was  that  which  had  spoken  to  her. 

And  then  she  knew  what  she  had  to  do.  She'd  been 
analyzing  while  she  sang — had  still  been  playing  sci- 

entist, had  never  ceased  observing  cause  and  ef- 
fect— and  by  so  doing,  had  damped  down  her 

gut-level  power.  No,  what  she  needed  to  do  was  sim- 
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ply  sing  the  feel  of  the  song:  the  desire,  the  belief, 

the  soul — and  let  the  rest  go.  After  all,  wasn't  that 
what  Kev  had  done?  Hadn't  he  been  locked  in  doubt, 
thinking  about  everything  besides  the  song  he  was 
supposed  to  write,  even  while  he  was  composing  it? 

And  hadn't  it  only  come  together  when  he  forgot 
about  analysis  and  what  logic  said  should  be  there, 
and  gone  straight  to  raw  emotion? 

And  what  did  she  want  most  in  the  world? 
To  end  this:  to  be  victorious  and  see  this  chaos 

cease. 

And  to  do  that  she  had  to  forget  that  this  was  a 

curious  juncture  of  no-longer-so-New  Age  mumbo 
jumbo  and  theoretical  physics,  and  simply  recall 
that  they  had  to  win  and  that  she  was  the  one  to 
make  it  happen.  She  had  to  do  nothing  in  the  world 

but  want  that  one  thing.  The  rest — Kevin  had  de- 
fined the  wanting,  had  already  honed  an  edge  onto 

it.  She  had  to  give  it  drive  and  direction,  and  let  it 
sink  home. 

And  with  that  in  mind,  she  tried  to  remember  the 

nothingness  of  her  deaths — and  then,  when  she  had 

(and  it  was  simpler  than  she'd  expected,  and  clearer 
as  well),  to  fill  that  nothingness  with  a  rage  for  vic- 
tory. 

Yet  still  she  heard  the  song.  No  longer  as  images, 

however,  but  as  something  far  more  primal,  some- 
thing wrought  of  raw  emotion  and  gut-level  need. 

Something  that  the  seat  of  her  power,  and  the  dol- 

phins' power  as  well,  could  identify  and  use. 
Kevin  spoke  defiance  and  gave  defiance  form.  She 

read  those  forms  and  stripped  them  away,  and  left 
defiance  distilled,  for  others  to  drink  down — 
And  Carolyn  Mauney-Griffith,  child  of  sea  and 

earth,  child  of  science  and  magic,  child  of  selkie  and 
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man,  now  in  the  shape  of  a  dolphin,  finally  began  to 
sing. 

And  the  dolphins  drank  that  defiant  song,  and  cop- 
ied it,  as  the  orcas  had  copied  the  stresses  of  sky  and 

earth — and  duplicated  it  over  and  over,  stronger  and 
stronger,  and  with  one  huge  voice  likewise  sang. 

That  was  all.  For  a  very  long  time:  she  was  less  an 
intellect  than  a  conduit  for  emotion. 

Yet  somehow,  as  she  reduced  herself  to  that,  an- 
other part  of  her — a  remote  part  she  had  not  known 

she  possessed — awakened,  so  that  she  saw  the  com- 
bat— not  literally,  but  in  some  obscure  way  read  the 

shift  of  forces  in  the  earth  and  sky  and  sea.  And  that 
self  saw  the  forces  of  violence — the  forces  that  fu- 

eled the  storm — slowly  start  to  waver. 
Sing  victory  now,  that  shadow-self  told  her.  You 

have  sung  defiance,  now  sing  victory!  Sing  the  joy 
of  discovery — but  not  the  thing,  the  sensation!  Sing 
the  wonder  of  the  new — but  not  the  instigator,  the 
intuition. 

And  she  did. 

And  the  chorus  around  her  grew  stronger — be- 
came less  a  net  or  a  grid  than  a  wall — a  wall  that 

pushed  outward  ever  farther,  ever  stronger. 
And  she  was  with  it,  part  of  it,  a  brick  in  it — better 

yet,  a  reinforcing  beam.  And  she  sensed  minds  push- 
ing back — in  concert  first,  but  then  slowly  a  few  be- 

gan to  drop  out,  and  then  others,  then  tens  and 
twenties,  and  finally  the  remaining  multitude. 
— Until,  like  a  needle  popping  a  balloon,  the  resis- 

tance opposing  them  collapsed,  and  the  strength  of 
their  song  rushed  through  to  quiet  the  storm  and 
quell  the  sea. 

They  had  won. 
Breathe  now,  a  voice — Katana? — commanded. 

You  must  remember  to  breathe. 
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Carolyn  did — and  felt  rather  as  though  she  had 
been  in  a  very  deep  dream  and  was  only  now  regain- 

ing consciousness. 
But  around  her  she  heard  only  joy. 
A  body  slid  by  her,  humming  happiness.  Another, 

a  third.  An  army,  all  thanking  her.  All  urging  her 
upward. 

She  surfaced. 

To  see  an  ocean  in  which  what  scant  minutes  be- 
fore had  been  giant  waves  now  coasted  down  to 

calm. 

To  feel  winds  diminishing  as  fast  as  a  shout  could 
become  a  whisper. 

To  watch  clouds  dissolving  into  a  brief  quick 
shower,  through  which  moonlight  was  already 
streaming. 

To  see,  best  of  all,  the  laughing  faces  of  her 

brother — and  'Bird — and  Stormy — all  wet  with  rain 
and  foam  and  their  own  lavish,  joyful  tears. 

But  what  of  the  orcas?  she  asked  abruptly.  What's 
to  stop  them  doing  the  same  again? 

They  called  up  the  powers  of  the  earth  to  aid 
them,  the  Mother-Queen-Sister  replied.  They  set 
those  powers  against  the  wind  and  the  waves — but 
surely  you  know  that  every  action  has  an  equal  and 
opposite  reaction.  Those  forces  the  orcas  called 
from  within  them  and  sent  without  have  returned 
whence  they  came — with  all  their  original  strength. 

And  as  Carolyn  swam  leisurely  toward  Rudy  Ra- 

mirez's light  on  the  shore,  trying  to  understand  what 
she  had  just  been  told,  the  first  orca  corpse  bobbed 
to  the  surface  of  the  Gulf  of  Mexico.  A  surface  turned 

to  gold  and  silver  by  a  moon  that  now  had  a  clear 
sky  in  which  to  shine. 



Epilogue: 
Unwinding 

(Aztlan  Stadium — Native  Southeastern 
Confederacy  Compound  Sky  Box) 

(Sunday,  September  4 — midafternoon) 

"Dukes  just  scored  for  the  Na  Hollos,"  Ambas- 
sador-Chief William  Red  Wounds  informed  Thun- 

derbird  O'Connor  helpfully,  as  the  latter  blinked back  to  minimal  awareness  in  the  luxurious  tan 
leather  stadium  seat  from  which  he  was  nomi- 

nally watching  the  darkhorse  white  boys  upset 
the  mostly-Choctaw  Red  Warriors  for  the  Toli 
World  Championship. 

In  a  matching  seat  on  his  friend's  other  side, 
Stormcloud  Nez  took  a  sip  of  the  double-brewed  Ja- 

maican Blue  Mountain  coffee  he'd  snared  from  the 

lavish  buffet  along  the  box's  rear  wall,  and  tried  to 
observe  the  excitement  taking  place  one  set  of  plate 
glass  windows  and  thirty  meters  lower.  His  eyelids, 
however,  had  other  plans.  He  blinked  extravagantly 
and  forced  his  gaze  away  from  the  tiny  figures 
swarming  across  the  sage  green  field,  to  the  occu- 

pants of  the  seats  ranged  in  two  tiers  behind  the  sky- 
box's  windows:  'Bird,  Red  Wounds — plus  Carolyn 
Mauney-Griffith,  Kevin  Mauney,  Rudy  Ramirez — 
and  a  dazed-and- wary-looking  Mary  Hasegawa.  All 
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but  the  latter  were  dozing.  The  sky,  blessedly,  was 
clear. 

"What's  the  score?"  'Bird  yawned. 
Red  Wounds  grinned  broadly.  "Sixteen  to  thir- 

teen, with  five  to  go  in  four.  Looks  like  I  was  smart 

to  bet  your  hunch." 
"They  liked  my  dancing." 
Red  Wounds  spared  a  glance  around  the  rest  of  the 

suite,  apparently  determined  that  the  other  Chero- 
kee occupants  (including  his  wife  and  the  infa- 

mously ponderous  Cathy  Bigwitch)  were  sufficiently 
engrossed  in  the  game  not  to  be  eavesdropping,  and 

that  Hasegawa  posed  no  threat — and  motioned  'Bird 
and  Stormy  closer.  "I  hear  someone  else  liked  your 
drumming  too,"  he  muttered  pointedly. 

'Bird  rolled  his  eyes,  but  did  not  immediately  re- 
spond. Stormy,  in  turn,  held  his  breath.  His  buddy 

wasn't  exactly  firing  on  all  chips  right  now — none  of 
them  were.  God  knew  he  certainly  wasn't,  not  with 
no  more  than  a  three-hour  nap  during  the  last 
twenty-four. 

Red  Wounds  cleared  his  throat. 

'Bird  did  likewise.  "Was  that  my  boss,  my  chief,  or 
my  tribe's  ambassador  reporting  rumors  just  then?" 

"How  'bout  the  friend  who  lent  you  a  valuble  an- 
tique water  drum  yesterday  without  asking  ques- 

tions?" 
"Hmmm,  well,  in  response  to  that,"  'Bird  replied — 

much  more  astutely  than  Stormy  had  feared,  "one 
might  feel  inclined  to  wonder  why  that  friend  agreed 

to  such  an  unlikely  request  so  easily.  And"  he  con- 
tinued carefully,  "one  might  also  wonder — forgive 

my  disrespect — how  that  friend  came  to  ask  what  he 

did." 
"My  father  roomed  with  John  Lox  at  Yale,"  Red 
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Wounds  conceded.  "And  as  of  your  little  encounter 
with  the  Mounties,  I've  had  your  earring  and  Mr. 
Nez's  Jeep  bugged.  One  learns  interesting  things  that 
way.  One  might  almost  say  unbelievable  things." 

An  angry  light  flashed  in  'Bird's  eyes  at  that,  even 
as  Stormy  suppressed  a  rage  of  his  own — both  of 

which  Red  Wounds  noted.  "Lox  knows,"  the  ambas- 
sador said.  "I  know.  Our  security  head  knows,  as 

does  Stormy's.  The  Irish  Ambassador  knows  a  very 
selective  little.  That's  it.  The  Mounties  do  not  know 
any  more  than  I  told  you  earlier — though  it  took  a 
bit  of  sleight-of-hand  on  my  part  to  swap  earrings 

with  you  at  the  station,  let  me  tell  you." 
Stormy  managed  to  convert  his  anger  into  relief 

and  vented  a  nervous  chuckle.  "I  wondered  what 
possessed  you  to  ask  such  a  .  .  .  conveniently  odd  as- 

sortment of  people  to  share  your  box."  He  took  an- 
other sip  of  coffee  and  regarded  his  dozing 

companions.  Carolyn  obligingly  chose  that  moment 
to  awaken. 

"Welcome  back  among  the  living,"  the  ambassa- 
dor drawled  promptly.  "And  yes,  I  know  precisely 

the  implications  of  that  statement." 
Carolyn  eyed  him  dubiously,  then  shot  a  glance  at 

Hasegawa,  who  was  glowering  but  trying  not  to.  She 
reached  down  beside  her  to  secure  her  own  mug  of 

coffee — which  was  probably  cold.  "Why  do  I  believe 
you?"  she  sighed. 

Hasegawa  promptly  snorted,  rose,  and  wandered 

off  in  the  direction  of  the  restroom.  "Sports  bore  her 
to  tears,"  Carolyn  confided. 

Red  Wounds  shrugged  expansively.  "It  was  easier 
to  invite  her  than  argue  with  her  about  having  you 

up  here." 
"And  easier  to  talk  freely  with  her  gone,"  Stormy 

added.  "Since  we  evidently  don't  need  to  keep  on 
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guard  around  the  chief  here  anymore,"  he  contin- 
ued, in  response  to  the  unmistakable  look  of  alarm 

spreading  across  Carolyn's  features.  "And  now  that 
that's  settled,  I  have  to  say,  Ms.  Mauney-Griffith, 
that  I  definitely  like  you  better  in  your  own  skin!" 

Carolyn  grinned  back,  though  he  only  barely 
caught  it,  and  snugged  the  tie  of  her  turquoise  silk 

dress-tunic  tighter.  "There're  advantages  either 
way,"  she  told  him,  still  with  a  wary  eye  fixed  on  Red 
Wounds.  Her  brogue  had  thickened  with  sleepiness, 

he  noted — or  maybe  he  was  noticing  everything 
about  her  more,  now  that  crises  seemed,  for  the 
nonce,  to  have  ended.  Or  gone  into  abeyance  long 
enough  for  four  quasi  magicians  plus  Rudy  to  fake 
their  way  through  an  afternoon  at  the  ballpark,  at 
any  rate. 

'Bird  shifted  his  bare  feet  from  the  padded  foot  rest 
to  the  thick  bronze-toned  carpet.  "One  thing  I've 
been  meanin'  to  ask  you,"  he  said.  "We've,  uh  .  .  . 
that  is,  we've  seen  you  put  the  skin  on  .  .  .  but  how 
do  you  take  it  off?  What  does  it  feel  like,  and  all?" 

"I'll  vote  for  that,"  Rudy  agreed,  though  his  eyelids 
stayed  closed.  "Shoot,  I'll  vote  for  anything  that'll 
clarify  this  even  a  little." 

Carolyn  puffed  her  cheeks  thoughtfully,  then  shot 
a  glance  at  her  brother,  who,  still  oblivious,  lolled 

behind  her.  "It .  .  .  hurts,  initially,"  she  admitted. 
"And  you  have  to  do  it  yourself — that's  part  of  the 
price,  so  I  was  informed.  And  it's  not  as  easy  as  what 
you  and  Stormy  said  you  saw — which  was  basically 
that  one  of  them  simply  slit  himself  up  the  middle 

with  a  fingernail.  Frankly,  I  think  that'd  be  a  lot  bet- 
ter. But  what  we  have  to  do — or  I  had  to  do  when  I 

was  a  dolphin,  anyway — is  to  bite  through  my  skin. 
And  the  only  easy  place  to  do  that  is  inside  your 
mouth!  So  you  nip  at  yourself  a  while,  and  then 
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worry  at  it  with  your  tongue  until  you  get  a  bunch 
of  it  free,  and  then  you  find  something  to  push 
against,  and  pretty  soon  it  splits  off.  And  after  the 

first  part  it  doesn't  really  hurt — mostly  it  feels  like 
when  you  slap  really  sticky  tape  on  your  skin  and 

pull — only  it  doesn't  yank  out  hair — not  that  dol- 
phins have  any  to  speak  of,  of  course.  It's  easier  for 

selkies  when  they  do  it  with  sealskins,  'cause  they 
can  get  at  more  of  their  bodies  with  their  mouths. 

Dolphins  aren't  really  designed  for  that." 
"Very  interesting,"  Stormy  inserted,  as  he  rum- 

maged through  a  platter  of  Southeastern  hors 

d'oeuvres  someone  had  just  set  atop  the  slab  of  Lu- 
cite-encased  tree  trunk  that  comprised  a  sort  of  end 
table  between  him  and  'Bird. 

"Very  interesting  indeed,"  Kevin  sighed,  having 
perked  up  a  bit — presumably  at  the  smell  of  replen- 

ished food.  "But  what  the  hell  does  it  all  mean?" 

"Shape-shifting?"  Carolyn  wondered,  reaching 
past  Stormy  to  secure  an  iguana  roll,  which  she 
passed  back  to  her  brother. 

"Among  other  things." 
"You  mean  like  the  battle?  Or  like  the  fact  that  we 

several  in  here  know  that  the  world's  not  quite  like 
most  folks  think  it  is,"  'Bird  wondered.  "I'm  cool 
about  that.  Shoot,  if  any  of  this  does  get  out,  folks'll 
just  think  we're  loonies — which  most  of  'em  already 
do  anyway.  Present  company  excepted,"  he 
amended,  for  Red  Wounds's  benefit.  "I  also  think 
we've  picked  up  on  some  tidbits  that'll  be  definite 
boons  to  mankind — but  we've  gotta  be  damned  care- 

ful how  we  use  'em." 

"Like  contact  with  two  other  intelligent  species," 
Carolyn  nodded.  "Or  more,  depending  on  what  selk- 

ies are,  exactly — and  whether  you  count  different 
dolphin  species  and  orcas  together  or  separately. 
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That  is,  whether  they're  functionally  one  species  or 
whether  the  differences  between  them  genetically 
are  equivalent  to  the  acquired  differences  between 

the  various  races  or  nationalities  of  men." 
"You  mean  like  are  there  dolphin  rednecks?" 

Rudy  asked.  "And  dolphin  fundamentalists?  And 
dolphin  .  .  .  bushmen?  And  dolphin  abos,  and  dol- 

phin effete  intellectuals?" 
"Something  to  that  effect,  yes." 
"But,  I  repeat,"  Kevin  mumbled  through  a  mouth- 

ful of  lizard,  "What  does  it  all  mean?" 
"It  means  we  won,"  'Bird  told  him  flatly.  "Thank 

the  God  of  your  choice — which  I  have — and  whose 
various  existences  we  might  all  want  to,  at  some 
point,  reconsider,  given  that  at  least  one  set  of  myths 

has  proved  true  ..." 
"It  means  we  won/or  a  while"  Carolyn  corrected. 

"Metaphysics  notwithstanding,  this  was  a  skirmish, 
not  a  war.  It  couldn't  be  anything  else,  not  with  the 
whole  world  to  consider — the  whole  world,  mind 

you.  Oh,  Kev's  song's  a  good  one — they'll  use  it  again 
and  again,  all  over,  now  that  they  know  what  the 
emotion  that  drives  the  words  is  supposed  to  feel 
like — thank  those  aforementioned  gods  for  those 

people's  perfect  memories.  But  sooner  or  later  he'll 
have  to  write  another.  Sooner  or  later  the  orcas — or 
some  other  batch  of  dissenters — will  find  their  own 

human  magicians,  and  then  it'll  all  be  to  do  over." 
"But  for  now?"  Stormy  asked  edgily. 
She  grinned  at  him,  and  he  liked  the  twinkle  in 

her  eyes,  though  'Bird  and  Rudy  probably  didn't. 
"For  now  ...  I  guess  we  all  rest.  Sooner  or  later  we 
all  go  back  to  work  and  try  to  lead  normal  lives.  We 
try  to  figure  out  who  knows  what  about  which,  how 
to  explain  it,  and  who  we  can  trust  with  that  infor- 

mation. I  mean,  there's  a  lot  that  still  can  happen,  a 
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lot  we  have  to  be  on  guard  against.  But  at  least  we 

know  more  now,  at  least  we've  got  better  weapons. 
More  to  the  point,  though,  at  least  we  all  know  better 

what  we  are." 
"Na  Hollos  won!"  Red  Wounds  yelled  at  the  top  of 

his  lungs.  "Now  what  was  that  you  folks  were  sayin'? 
I  didn't  think  it  was  polite  to  listen  in." 

"Oh,  I  was  just  saying  that  we're  human,"  Carolyn 
told  him,  with  a  wink.  "But  also  that  we're  a  whole 
lot  more." 
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(continued  from  front  Jlap) 

A  shared  destiny  unites  the  three  here 
where  the  fate  of  civilization  will  ultimately 
be  decided— for  each  has  a  unique  role  to 
play  in  the  resolution  of  a  multi-species 
conspiracy  that  predates  humankind.  And 
here,  where  the  upper  and  lower  skies 
meet,  three  unlikely  warriors  must  now 
prepare  to  do  magical  battle— in  order  to 
defeat  with  the  power  of  word,  faith  and 
song  a  terror  that  has  risen  up  from  the 
ocean's  depths  to  walk  the  world  of  men. 
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