
  
   [image: image]

  

 

YEAR’s BEST FANTASY


[image: image] 3 [image: image]


EDITED BY DAVID
 G.HARTWELL

AND
 KATHRYN
 CRAMER



[image: logo]





TO ELIZABETH CONSTANCE CRAMER HARTWELL, TO 
WHOM EVERYTHING IS NEW





Contents

Introduction




 Kage Baker


Her Father’s Eyes




Patricia Bowne


Want’s Master




 Neil Gaiman


October in the Chair




 William Mingin


Greaves, This Is Serious




 Nalo Hopkinson


Shift




 P.D. Cacek

A Book, by Its Cover




 Charles de Lint 

Somewhere in My Mind  

    There Is a Painting Box



 James Patrick Kelly


The Pyramid of Amirah




 Ron Wolfe


Our Friend Electricity




Ursula K. Le Guin


Social Dreaming of the Frin




 Michael Swanwick


Five British Dinosaurs




 Jeffrey Ford


The Green Word




Stepan Chapman


The Comedian




 M. Shayne Bell


The Pagodas of Ciboure




 Gene Wolfe


From the Cradle




 Donald Barr


Sam




Tanith Lee


Persian Eyes





 Ellen Klages


Travel Agency




 Steven Popkes


A Fable of Savior and Reptile




 Naomi Kritzer


Comrade Grandmother




China Miéville


Familiar




 Liz Williams


Honeydark




Patrice E. Sarath


A Prayer for Captain La Hire




 James Van Pelt


Origin of the Species




 Brian Stableford


Tread Softly




 Darrell Schweitzer


How It Ended




 Michael Swanwick


Cecil Rhodes in Hell




 Nicholas Royle


Hide and Seek




 R. Garcia y Robertson


Death in Love




Story Copyrights




Acknowledgments 




About the Editors




Edited by David G. Hartwell




Copyright




About the Publisher 








	
Introduction




It was an especially good year for fantasy short fiction in 2002, and we wish this book could have been twice as long so we could have fit in a bunch of longer stories that are just as good as the ones collected here. It was an exceptional year for children’s and young adult fiction, as well. The publishers had geared up for a year in which there would be no new Harry Potter novel (and to follow up on the huge success of the film of The Fellowship of the Ring). Everyone knew there is an audience for good children’s/young adult fantasy, and many tried to satisfy it, including a goodly number of successful writers, from Clive Barker and Neil Gaiman to Isabel Allende and Michael Chabon, as well as less familiar names such as Nancy Farmer and Cornelia Funke. Readers are going to be catching up on 2002 for some time to come because there was so much that was so good, and in such unusual places. Perhaps the best anthology of original stories was The Green Man, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling, also a young adult publication.


So welcome to the third volume of the Year’s Best Fantasy, representing the best of 2002. Like the earlier volumes in this series, this book provides some insight into the fantasy field now, who is writing some of the best short fiction published as fantasy, and where. But it is fundamentally a collection of excellent stories for your reading pleasure. We follow one general principle for selection: this book is full of fantasy—every story in the book is clearly that and not primarily something else. We (Kathryn Cramer and David
G. Hartwell) edit the Year’s Best Science Fiction in paperback from Eos as a companion volume to this one—look for it if you enjoy short science fiction, too.



In this book, and this anthology series, we use the broadest definition of fantasy (to include wonder stories, adventure fantasy, supernatural fantasy, satirical and humorous fantasy). We believe that the best-written fantasy can stand up in the long run by any useful literary standard in comparison to fiction published out of category or genre, and furthermore, that out of respect for the genre at its best we ought to stand by genre fantasy and promote it in this book. Also, we believe that writers publishing their work specifically as fantasy are up to this task, so we set out to find these stories, and we looked for them in the genre anthologies, magazines, and small press pamphlets. Some fine fantasy writers will still be missing. A fair number of the best fantasy writers these days write only novels, or if they do write short fiction, do so only infrequently, and sometimes it is not their best work.



This was a notable year for short fiction anthologies, as well as for the magazines both large and small. The last SF and fantasy magazines that are widely distributed are 
Analog, Asimov’s, F&SF, and Realms of Fantasy. And the electronic publishers kept publishing, sometimes fiction of high quality, in spite of the fact that none of them broke even or made money at it. We are grateful for the hard work and editorial acumen of the better electronic fiction sites, such as SciFiction, Strange Horizons, Fantastic Metropolis, and Infinite Matrix, and hope they survive.



The small presses remained a vigorous presence this year. We have a strong short fiction field today because the small presses, semiprofessional magazines (such as Fantastic, Weird Tales, and Horror Garage), and anthologies are printing and circulating a majority of the high-quality short stories published in fantasy, science fiction, and horror. The
U.S. is the only English-language country that still has any professional, large-circulation magazines, though Canada, Australia, and the UK have several excellent magazines. The semi-prozines of our field mirror the “little magazines” of the mainstream in function, holding to professional editorial standards and publishing the next generation of writers, along with some of the present masters. We encourage you to subscribe to a few of your choice. You will find the names of many of the most prominent ones in our story notes.



In January of 2003, as we write, professional fantasy and science fiction publishing as we have always known it is still concentrated in nine mass market and hardcover publishing lines (Ace, Bantam, Baen, DAW, Del Rey, Eos, Roc, Tor, and Warner), and those lines are publishing fewer titles in paperback. But they do publish a significant number of hardcovers and trade paperbacks, and all the established name writers at least appear in hardcover first. The Print-on-Demand field is beginning to sort itself out, and Wild-side Press and its many imprints look to be the umbrella for many of the better publications, including original novels and story collections.



This was a very strong year for original anthologies. Among the very best were 
The Green Man, edited by Ellen Datlow and Terri Windling; 
Leviathan 3, edited by Jeff VanderMeer and Forrest Aguirre; 
Conjunctions 39, edited by Peter Straub; Embrace the Mutation, edited by Bill Sheehan; 
Dark Terrors 6, edited by Stephen R. Jones, and the 
DAW 35th Anniversary Anthology: Fantasy, edited by Sheila Gilbert and Betsy Wollheim. One noticeable trend evident in some of these is toward non-genre, or genre-bending, or slipstream fantastic fiction. There were a number of quite good original anthologies and little magazines devoted to stories located outside familiar genre boundaries, yet more related to genre than to ordinary contemporary fiction—and marketed to a genre readership.



It was also a good year for novellas and novelettes in the genre, though, sadly, we do not have the space in this book to include more than a couple. There were dozens of good ones, and we would have liked to include many of them.



We repeat, for readers new to this series, our usual disclaimer: this selection of fantasy stories represents the best that was published during the year 2002. It would take two or three more volumes this size to have nearly all of the best—though even then, not all the best novellas.



We try to represent the varieties of tones and voices and attitudes that keep the genre vigorous and responsive to the changing realities out of which it emerges. This is a book about what’s going on now in fantasy. The stories that follow show, and the story notes point out, the strengths of the evolving genre in the year 2002.



David G. Hartwell & Kathryn Cramer 

Pleasantville, NY











Her Father’s Eyes

Kage Baker



Kage Baker [http://members.tripod.com/~MrsCheckerfield/] lives in Pismo Beach, California. She is known primarily as a science fiction writer, especially for her series of stories and novels about The Company, an organization from the future that sends agents back in time to retrieve lost artifacts, such as priceless art treasures. Her collection of stories in that setting—
Black Projects, White Knights: The Company Dossiers
—was published to substantial critical acclaim in 2002. She has attracted additional notice in the last few years for fantasy stories. Last year her story “What the Tyger Told Her” appeared in our Year’s Best Fantasy 2. Her first fantasy novel, The Anvil of the World, is published in 2003. She worked for some years for the Living History Centre and says, “Twenty years of total immersion research in Elizabethan as well as other historical periods has paid off handsomely in a working knowledge of period speech and details”.




Her attention to period detail in certainly evident in “Her Father’s Eyes.” This story was published in
Asimov’s, where most of her short fiction has appeared. A girl child and her parents—her father just back from military service—are riding a train in the late 1940s, and she sits next to a little boy who is in the custody of an evil couple who are not really his parents. There are perhaps echoes of Hans Christian Andersen’s great fairy tale “The Snow Queen.”






 

 

 



It was so long ago that fathers were still gaunt from the war, their awful scars still livid; so long ago that mothers wore frocks, made fancy Jell-O desserts in ring molds. And that summer, there was enough money to go for a trip on the train. She was taken along because she had been so sick she had almost died, so it was a reward for surviving.



She was hurried along between her parents, holding their hands, wondering what a 
dome coach was and why it was supposed to be special. Then there was a gap in the sea of adult legs, and the high silver cars of the train shone out at her. She stared up at the row of windows in the coach roof, and thought it looked like the cockpits in the bombers her father was always pointing out.



Inside it was nicer, and much bigger, and there was no possible way any German or Japanese fighter pilots could spray the passengers with bullets; so she settled into the seat she had all for herself. There she watched the people moving down on the platform, until the train pulled out of the station.



Then her parents exclaimed, and told her to look out the wonderful dome windows at the scenery. That was interesting for a while, especially the sight of the highway far down there with its Oldsmobiles and DeSotos floating along in eerie silence, and then, as they moved out into the country, the occasional field with a real horse or cow.



The change in her parents was more interesting. Out of uniform her father looked younger, was neither gloomy nor sarcastic but raucously happy. All dressed up, her mother was today as serene and cheerful as a housewife in a magazine advertisement. They held hands, like newlyweds, cried out in rapture at each change in the landscape, and told her repeatedly what a lucky little girl she was, to get to ride in a dome coach.



She had to admit they seemed to be right, though her gaze kept tracking nervously to the blue sky framed by the dome, expecting any minute steeply banking wings there, fire or smoke. How could people turn on happiness like a tap, and pretend the world was a bright and shiny place when they knew it wasn’t at all?



The candy butcher came up the aisle, and her father bought her a bag of mint jellies. She didn’t like mint jellies but ate them anyway, amazed at his good mood. Then her mother took her down the car to wash the sugar from her face and hands, and the tiny steel lavatory astonished and fascinated her.



From time to time the train stopped in strange towns to let people off or on. Old neon signs winked from brick hotels, and pointed forests like Christmas trees ran along the crests of hills, stood black against the skyline. The sun set round and red. While it still lit the undersides of the clouds, her parents took her down to the dining car.



What silent terror, at the roaring spaces between the cars where anyone might fall out and die instantly; and people sat in the long room beyond, and sipped coffee and ate breaded veal cutlets as calmly as though there were no yawning gulf rushing along under them. She watched the diners in awe, and pushed the green peas round and round the margin of her plate, while her parents were chatting together so happily they didn’t even scold her.



When they climbed the narrow steel stair again, night had fallen. The whole of the coach had the half-lit gloom of an aquarium, and stars burned down through the glass. She was led through little islands of light, back to her seat. Taking her place again she saw that there were now people occupying the seats across the aisle, that had been vacant before.



The man and the lady looked as though they had stepped out of the movies, so elegant they were. The lady wore a white fur coat, had perfect red nails; the man wore a long coat, with a silk scarf around his neck. His eyes were like black water. He was very pale. So was the lady, and so was their little boy who sat stiffly in the seat in front of them. He wore a long coat too, and gloves, like a miniature grownup. She decided they must be rich people.



Presently the Coach Hostess climbed up, and smilingly informed them all that there would be a meteor shower tonight. The elegant couple winked at each other. The little girl scrambled around in her seat, and peering over the back, asked her parents to explain what a meteor was. When she understood, she pressed her face against the cold window glass, watching eagerly as the night miles swam by. Distant lights floated in the darkness; but she saw no falling stars.



Disappointed, cranky and bored, she threw herself back from the window at last, and saw that the little boy across the aisle was staring at her. She ignored him and addressed her parents over the back of the seat:



“There aren’t either any meteors,” she complained.



“You’re not looking hard enough,” said her father, while at the same time her mother said,



“Hush,” and drew from her big purse a tablet of lined paper and a brand-new box of crayons, the giant box with rows and rows of colors. She handed them over the seat back and added, “Draw some pictures of what you saw from the windows, and you can show them to Auntie when we get there.”



Wide-eyed, the little girl took the offerings and slid back into her seat. For a while she admired the pristine green-and-yellow box, the staggered regiments of pure color. All her crayons at home lived in an old coffee can, in a chaos of nub ends and peeled paper.



At last she selected an Olive Green crayon and opened the tablet. She drew a cigar shape and added flat wings. She colored in the airplane, and then took the Sky Blue and drew on a glass cockpit. With the Black, she added stars on the wings and dots flying out the front to signify bullets.



She looked up. The little boy was staring at her again. She scowled at him.



“Those are nice,” he said. “That’s a lot of colors.”



“This is the really big box,” she said.



“Can I draw too?” he asked her, very quietly, so quietly something strange pulled at her heart. Was he so quiet because he was scared? And the elegant man said:



“Daniel, don’t bother the little girl,” in a strange resonant voice that had something just the slightest bit wrong about it. He sounded as though he were in the movies.



“You can share,” she told the little boy, deciding suddenly. “But you have to come sit here, because I don’t want to tear the paper out.”



“Okay,” he said, and pushed himself out of his seat as she moved over. The elegant couple watched closely, but as the children opened the tablet out between them and each took a crayon, they seemed to relax and turned their smiling attention to the night once more. The boy kept his gloves on while coloring.



“Don’t you have crayons at home?” she asked him, drawing black doughnut-tires under the plane. He shook his head, pressing his lips together in a line as he examined the Green crayon he had taken.



“How can you not have crayons? You’re rich,” she said, and then was sorry she had said it, because he looked as though he were about to cry. But he shrugged and said in a careless voice,



“I have paints and things.”



“Oh,” she said. She studied him. He had fair hair and blue eyes, a deep twilight blue. “How come you don’t look like your mommy and daddy?” she inquired. “I have my daddy’s eyes. But you don’t have their eyes.”



He glanced over his shoulder at the elegant couple and then leaned close to whisper, “I’m adopted.”



“Oh. You were in the War?” she said, gesturing at her airplane. “Like a bomb was dropped on your house, and you were an orphan, and the soldiers took you away?”



“No,” he said. He put back the Green crayon, took a Brick Red one instead and drew a house: a square, a triangle on top, a chimney with a spiral of smoke coming out of it. He drew well. “I don’t think that’s what happened.”



She drew black jagged lines under the plane, bombed-out wreckage. She drew little balloon heads protruding from the rubble, drew faces with teardrops flying from the eyes. “This is what happened to the war orphans,” she explained. “My daddy told me all about them, and I could see it when he told me. So that didn’t happen to you?”



“Nope,” he replied, drawing a window in the house. It was a huge window, wide open. It took up the whole wall. He put the Brick Red crayon back in its tier carefully, and selected the Gray crayon. “The War is over now, anyway.”



“Everybody thinks so,” she replied, glancing uneasily up at the dome. “But my daddy says it isn’t really. It could come back any time. There are a lot of bad people. Maybe those people got you from an orphanage.”



The boy opened his mouth, closed it, glanced over his shoulder. “No,” he whispered. “Something else happened to me. Now I’m their little boy. We came tonight so they could see the meteors from a train. They never did that before. They like trying out new things, you see.”



With the Gray crayon, he drew the figure of a stick-man who towered over the house, walking away from the window. He gave it a long coat. He drew its arms up like Frankenstein’s monster, and then he drew something in its arms: a white bundle. He put away the Gray crayon, took out the Pink and added a little blob of a face to the bundle.



“See,” he said, “That’s—”



“What are you drawing, Daniel?” said the elegant lady sharply. The little boy cringed, and the little girl felt like cringing too.



“That’s a man carrying wood into his house for the fire-place, Mother,” said the little boy, and grabbing the Brown crayon he drew hastily over the bundle in the man’s arms, turning it into a log of wood. The little girl looked at it and hoped the lady wouldn’t notice that the man in the picture was walking away from the house.


“I’m going to be an artist when I grow up,” the little boy said. “I go to a studio and they make me take lessons. A famous painter teaches me.” He sketched in a row of cylinders in brown, then took the Green crayon and drew green circles above the cylinders. “That’s the forest,” he added in an undertone. He took the Dark Blue and drew a cold shadow within the forest, and sharp-edged stars above it.




“Is he taking the baby to the forest?” she whispered. He just nodded. When he had drawn the last star he folded the page over, and since she had used up all the room on her page she did not complain, but took the Olive Green crayon again. She laboriously drew in stick-figure soldiers while he watched.



“What are you going to be when you grow up?” he asked.



“A waitress at the dinette,” she replied. “If I don’t die. And a ballerina.”



“I might be a dancer too, if I don’t die,” he said, reaching for the Gray crayon. He began to draw cylinders like oatmeal boxes, with crenellations: a castle. She took the Black crayon and drew bayonets in the soldiers’ hands, remarking:



“Boys aren’t ballerinas.”



“Some boys have to be,” he said morosely, drawing windows in the castle walls. “They have to wear black leotards and the girls wear pink ones. Madame hits her stick on the ground and counts in French. Madame has a hoof on one foot, but nobody ever says anything about it.”



“That’s strange,” she said, frowning as she drew the soldiers bayoneting one another. She glanced over at his picture and asked: “Where’s the king and queen?”



He sighed and took the Blue Violet crayon. On the top of one tower he drew an immense crowned figure, leaving the face blank. He drew another crowned figure on the other battlement. “May I have the Black, please?”



“You’re 
polite,” she said, handing it to him. He drew faces with black eyes on the crowned figures while she took the Red crayon and drew a flag on the ground. She drew a red circle with rays coming off it to the edges of the rectangle, and then drew red dots all over the flag.



“What’s that?” he asked.



“That’s the blood,” she explained. “My daddy has that flag at home. He killed somebody for it. When he told me about it I could see that, too. What did your daddy, I mean, that man, do in the War?”



“He sold guns to the soldiers,” said the boy. He drew bars across the windows in the castle and then, down in the bottommost one, drew a tiny round face looking out, with teardrops coming from its eyes.



The little girl looked over at his picture.



“Can’t he get away?” she whispered. He shook his head, and gulped for breath before he went on in a light voice:



“Or I might be a poet, you know. Or play the violin. I have lessons in that too. But I have to be very, very good at something, because next year I’m seven and—”


“Have you drawn another picture, Daniel?” said the elegant man with a faint warning intonation, rising in his seat. Outside the night rolled by, the pale lights floated, and the rhythm of the iron wheels sounded faint and far away.



“Yes, Father,” said the boy in a bright voice, holding it up, but with his thumb obscuring the window with the face.



“It’s two people playing chess. See?”



“That’s nice,” said the man, and sat down again.



“What happens when you’re seven?” the little girl murmured. The boy looked at her with terror in his eyes.



“They might get another baby,” he whispered back. She stared at him, thinking that over. She took the tablet and opened it out: new fresh pages.



“That’s not so bad,” she told him. “We’ve had two babies. They break things. But they had to stay with Grandma; they’re too little to come on the train. If you don’t leave your books where they can tear the pages, it’s okay.”


The boy bowed his head and reached for the Red Orange crayon. He began to scribble in a great swirling mass. The girl whispered on:



“And you’re rich, not like us, so I bet you can have your own room away from the new baby. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”



She took the Sky Blue crayon again and drew in what looked at first like ice cream cones all over her page, before she got the Olive Green out and added soldiers hanging from them. “See? These are the parachute men, coming to the rescue.”



“They can’t help,” said the little boy.




She bit her lip at that, because she knew he was right. She thought it was sad that he had figured it out too.



The boy put back the Red Orange, took both Red and Yellow and scribbled forcefully, a crayon in either fist. He filled the page with flame. Then he drew Midnight Blue darkness above it all and more sharp stars. He took the Black and drew a little stick figure with limbs outstretched just above the fire. Flying? Falling in?



“I’m almost seven,” he reiterated, under his breath.
“And they only like new things.”



“What are you drawing now, Daniel?” asked the lady, and both children started and looked up in horror, for they had not heard her rise.



“It’s a nice big pile of autumn leaves, Mother,” said the little boy, holding up the tablet with shaking hands. “See? And there’s a little boy playing, jumping in the leaves.”



“What a creative boy you are,” she said throatily, tousling his hair. “But you must remember Mr. Picasso’s lessons. Don’t be mediocre. Perhaps you could do some abstract drawings now. Entertain us.”



“Yes, Mother,” said the little boy, and the girl thought he looked as though he were going to throw up. When the lady had returned to her seat she reached over and squeezed his hand, surprising herself, for she did not ordinarily like to touch people.



“Don’t be scared,” she whispered.



In silence, he turned to a fresh pair of pages. He took out a Green crayon and began to draw interlocking patterns of squares, shading them carefully.



She watched him for a while before she took the Silver and Gold crayons and drew a house, with a little stick figure standing inside. Then she took the Olive Green and drew several objects next to the figure.



“That’s my bomb shelter, where I’m safe from the War,” she explained. “But you can be in it. And that’s your knapsack, see it? I made it with big straps for you. And that’s your canteen so you can be safe afterward. They’re colored like what soldiers have, so you can hide. And this is the most important thing of all.” She pointed. “See that? That’s a map. So you can escape.”



“I can’t take it,” he said in a doomed voice.



“That’s all right; I’ll give it to you,” she said, and tore the page out. Folding it up small, she put it into his coat pocket.



Moving with leisurely slowness, he put back the Green crayon. Then, holding his hands close to his chest, he pulled off one of his gloves and took the folded paper out. He thrust it into an inner pocket, glancing over his shoulder as he did so. Nobody had noticed. Hastily he pulled the glove back on.



“Thank you,” he said.



“You’re welcome,” she replied.



At that moment gravity shifted, the steady racketing sound altered and became louder, and there were three distinct bumps. Nobody in the car seemed to notice. Many of the grownups were asleep and snoring, in fact, and did no more than grunt or shift in their seats as the train slowed, as the nearest of the lights swam close and paused outside the window. It was a red blinking light.



“Ah! This is our stop,” said the elegant man. “Summerland. Come along, Daniel. I think we’ve seen enough of the Dome Car, haven’t you?”



“Yes, Father,” said the boy, buttoning his coat. The elegant lady yawned gracefully.



“Not nearly as much fun as I thought it would be,” she drawled. “God, I hate being disappointed. And bored.”



“And you bore so easily,” said the man, and she gave him a quick venomous glance. The little boy shivered, climbing out of his seat.



“I have to go now,” he explained, looking miserable.



“Good luck,” said the little girl. The lady glanced at her.



“I’m sure it’s past your bedtime, little girl,” she said.
“And it’s rude to stare at people.”



She reached down her hand with its long scarlet nails as though to caress, and the little girl dodged. Two fingertips just grazed her eyelid, and with them came a wave of perfume so intense it made her eyes water. She was preoccupied with blinking and sneezing for the next minute, unable to watch as the family walked to the front of the silent car and descended the stair.



But she held her palm tight over her weeping eye and got up on her knees to peek out the window. She looked down onto no platform, no station, but only the verge of the embankment where trees came close to the tracks.



There was a long black car waiting there, under a lamp that swung unsteadily from a low bough. The elegant couple was just getting into the front seat. The little boy was already in the car. She could see his pale face through the windows. He looked up at her and gave a hopeless kind of smile. She was impressed at how brave he was. She thought to herself that he would have made a good soldier. Would he be able to escape?



The train began to move again. People woke up and talked, laughed, commented on the meteor shower. She sat clutching her eye, sniffling, until her mother got up to see if she had fallen asleep.



“Did you get something in your eye?” her mother asked, her voice going sharp with worry.



The little girl thought a moment before answering.



“The rich lady’s perfume got in it,” she said.



“What rich lady, honey? Don’t rub it like that! Bill, hand me a Kleenex. Oh, what have you done to yourself now?”



“The lady with the little boy. They sat there. They just got off the train.”



“Don’t lie to your mother,” said her daddy, scowling.
“Those seats have been empty the whole trip.”



She considered her parents out of her good eye, and decided to say nothing else about it. By the time she was bundled off the train, wrapped against the dark and cold in her daddy’s coat, her eye had swollen shut.



It was red and weeping for days, even after they’d come home again, and her vision in that eye remained blurred. She was taken to an eye doctor, who prescribed an eyepatch for a while. The eyepatch was useful for pretending she was a pirate but did not help, and made her walk into walls besides.



She knew better than to tell anyone about the things she saw out of the other eye, but she understood now why the boy had wanted so badly to escape. She thought about him sometimes, late at night when she couldn’t sleep and the long lights of passing cars sent leaf-shadows crawling along her wall.



She always imagined him running through a black night country, finding his way somehow through the maze of wet cobbled alleys, hiding from the Nazis, hiding from worse things, looking for the dome coach so he could escape; and he became clearer in her head as she thought about him, though that always made the headaches come. She would pull the covers over her head and try to hold on to the picture long enough to make the train arrive for him.



But somehow, before he could slip into the safety of the station, bright morning would blind her awake. Sick and crying, she would scream at her mother and knock her head against the wall to make the pain go away.



In the end the doctor prescribed glasses for her. She started kindergarten glaring at the world through thick pink plastic frames, and no one could persuade her she was not hideous in them.











Want’s Master

Patricia Bowne








Patricia Bowne, who published this story under the nomde-plume A. B. Ming, lives in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and is a zoologist and an associate professor at Alverno College. She says, “My writing career has centered around academia, my first adult exercise in fiction being an undergraduate term paper in which I tried to convince my World Literature professor that
 The Pirates of Penzance was a parody of Hamlet. My interest in fiction continued into graduate school, where I wrote much of a never-to-be-assembled science fiction novel on the backs of ATM receipts. It wasn’t until I left university and realized how much I missed its excitement, its diversity, and its sheer silliness that I was motivated to create the Royal Academy of Osyth, a setting that has kept me interested enough to write multiple stories and two novels. My academic career centers around fish, and ichthyologically inclined readers will find fish names in my fiction (mainly as the names of demons).” Her first story, “A World They Never Made,” appeared in 2002 in
 The Leading Edge, with her real name in the table of contents.





“Want’s Master,” her second published story, appeared in
 Tales of the Unanticipated. It is a tale of love and magic, in a university setting.



 

 

 




When William Harrison
 Gracile came in to work at four-thirty in the afternoon looking as if he had aged twenty years overnight, his suit hanging loose on a wizened frame, his secretary wished him good day and went back to her typing. Gracile was offended. He had never been late to work before; he had never come in with a hair out of place. He deserved better from his secretary, he thought. She should make shocked noises, ask after his health, give unsought advice; she should stop him, as he went into his office. “I’m sorry,” she should say, “I don’t want to intrude, but…”



“Oh, by the way,” said his secretary, “a package came for you. I put it on your desk.”



A package was exciting, even to someone of an age and station that begged for unsolicited, meaningless packages. This could be the one from someone who mattered, the one filled with treasure rather than with advertising information. Indeed, it was too small a box to contain flyers. The package was the size to hold jewelry, perhaps a tie tack with some charity’s logo on it or a refrigerator magnet…but it was wrapped in brown paper and addressed by hand in a clear, old-fashioned, feminine script. When Gracile opened it he found a sheet of paper wrapped around the box within.



“A thank-you for last night,” was written on it in the same hand. “I’m sure you’ll know what to do with it.” The note was unsigned. Gracile opened the box and it was a tie tack, indeed; a silver tie tack, with a moonstone set in it. A muted rainbow swirled through the stone, restless and demanding. He looked the paper over for watermarks or clues and examined the box carefully, and then he leaned over the tie tack—absurd, such caution for a tiny piece of silver—and touched it with one finger. And if his secretary had been there, even she must have been perturbed to see her employer become in an instant twenty years younger, thirty pounds heavier. When Gracile turned to look out the window he saw his outline reflected over the Royal Academy’s buildings and fall leaves, the outline of a man in his prime. He closed the box and put it in his pocket.





 

When William Harrison Gracile had joined the Royal Academy of the Arcane Arts and Sciences as Development Officer, he had insisted on an office overlooking the campus. He had told the president that an enchanter couldn’t work without an eyrie. “What the eye doesn’t see,” Gracile had said, “the heart doesn’t yearn after.” And as yearning after things was his job, that had been argument enough.



When Gracile stood at the window with his back turned to the City and the suburbs behind it, he looked north into the past. Far to his left lay the undeveloped part of the ley-line, the river of magic that tumbled down a chasm at each end of the Osyth plateau and filled the valleys below with mists and wonder. Built squarely on the ley-line, to west and east of Gracile’s gaze, the two great castles of the Academy—Magic’s fairy-tale palace and Wizardry’s squat gray towers—glared at one another with arrow-slit eyes, remembering the magewars of old. Outbuildings clustered around them, clambered up their walls, pushing to get near the line. Between the castles rose the gargantuan modern complex of Sorcery’s towers and teaching hospital. The three schools lay in a narrow band along the line, piled high over its power, and beyond them Gracile could see the tops of trees and the tiniest bit of roof of the low Alchemy building.



When he looked across the quad to that reef of buildings, Gracile did not see the modern Academy and its staff. He saw the magicians of old, sallying forth down the ley-line with staff and pack. Wizards in their red gowns clustered around half-finished buildings, girders lifting into place at their command; black-clad sorcerers slipped past, their satchels full of nameless items…it was easy for him to believe, then, that the Academy needed a new Wizardry Center. A field station for Celestial Mechanics. Six dozen dryad traps. New gold plating in the pentarium, and the moat around the Magic Building dredged. He could believe these things so much that his very longing for the perfect Academy would cast its spell over alumnae, donors, legislators. That was enchantment.



When it was dark, the window turned into a mirror. Gracile could check himself and do touch-ups, making sure his nose was as straight and his eyes as gray as they should be, that he was still the picture of a successful administrator in his early forties. He could spy on whoever was entering his office and know their names before he turned around. Even in June, it was dark enough by eight for him to see the Vice President for Finance come through the door and turn to close it. The VP Finance was a sturdy man, red-faced and white-haired, with a great beak of a nose. His reflection looked more solid than Gracile’s own.



“Are you ready?” Gracile asked.



“No. Well, I am, but you’re not. The Dean of Wizardry wants to see you before the meeting.”



“No,” said Gracile, in dismay. “Are you letting him talk to the trustees?”



“The only way I can keep him out of the trustees’ meeting is to let him talk with you,” said the VP Finance.



Gracile refocused his eyes and looked across campus at the Magic Building’s towers. “The more I see of him, the less I want to get him a building,” he said. “You know that.”



“Don’t get temperamental on me, Bill. You have to have all the arguments before you see the trustees. They have to be able to say you presented them with evidence. I can’t have the Dean of Wizardry going around telling people you never heard the arguments in favor of this building, but you convinced the trustees anyway.”



“Yeah, I’m only supposed to do that to donors,” said Gracile. “Well, show him in. Get it over with.”



The Dean of Wizardry was nothing like the red-robed powers of Gracile’s fancy. Talking to him was like being eaten by a long slow snake, the kind that moved you down its throat with infinitesimal sideways motions of its jaws, so that your head was swallowed and dissolved while your feet still dangled outside. In less than ten minutes, Gracile had to convince the board of trustees that he could raise millions for the man’s building project; yet with every word the Dean of Wizardry inflicted on him, Gracile’s enthusiasm for the task dwindled. He looked out the window, therefore, and thought about how much he wanted the Dean of Wizardry to be quiet, to go away, to fall off the tower to a flat and silent death. He thought about how much he wanted to go home and sit under the tree in his back yard, drink a beer and read the evening paper. He fortified himself with these images, and when he finally left for the board meeting there was all about him the glamour of unfulfilled desire, the slightly haunted beauty that made people associate him with high and noble causes.



The trustees met in a warded boardroom. They wore personal wards as well, and these always amused Gracile. No ward was proof against enchantment, which drew its strength from human longings; and the trustees had plenty of these, after five hours of meetings.



“We agree, the old Wizardry Building is out of date,” said the President of the Board. “But even if the wizards built it themselves, we can’t commit the Academy to this kind of outlay for materials without a significant initial donation. Even a challenge grant would give us something to start with.”



“A silent fund-raising campaign,” said Gracile. “Then we can start a general drive in the fall.”



“That soon? Do you have any donors in mind?”



“Always,” smiled Gracile, a man who knew what he was doing. A man to be trusted. “Just say the word, and I can have a meeting with one before the week’s out.” How straightforward! Trust me, said Gracile’s steady gaze, his businesslike gray suit. It was Gracile’s job to make magic seem respectable, and he did it well. He looked just enough younger than the trustees to make them feel pleasantly superior, inclined to let the boy try his hand. Trust me, said his posture, his patience, his eager silence. Trust me, so I can go home and read my paper. So I can put my briefcase down in the hall, hang my coat up, take off my shoes and loosen my tie. Pour a beer into a tall cool glass and take that first sip, feel it foam across my tongue…


“Ahh,” said the president of the Board of Trustees, “I think that’s reasonable, don’t you?”





 

“Don’t try to charm a charmer,” said Mrs. Szince. “I’ve studied enchantment since you were a gleam in your father’s eye, young man. Sugar or lemon?”



“Sugar, of course.” Gracile had never been in Mrs. Szince’s home before. The house built of dreams, people called it—at least, people who’d never been invited in. While she poured tea he scanned the room, looking for any signs of illusion. The Szinces were the richest family in Osyth; dreams from the Szince factory were in every drugstore, next to the sleep aids, but it was a questionable industry. Selling dreams was rather like selling narcotics. Gracile had expected the house to betray some lapse of taste.



The room was coral-colored, full of sunlight, its colors and fabrics worn soft. Tall windows looked into a garden glowing with roses. A fire burned in the fireplace beside them, its flames almost transparent in the light. It all set off Mrs. Szince perfectly, making her look twenty years younger than she really was, a gentle and dignified lady. Her hair was silver, her skin soft and pale and powdery. What did it feel like? Gracile wondered. Was her glamour strong enough to fool touch as well as sight?



“I wouldn’t think of trying any cheap tricks on you,” said Gracile. “I know when I’m outclassed.” He smiled an honest smile and thought his hair into just the suggestion of a forelock, his head into just the suggestion of a bashful nod, his tweeds into just the suggestion of a loyal outdoors-man, rough and honest. Mrs. Szince gave him a sharp look.



“You may think I don’t know what you’re up to, but I do,” she said. “Not that I’m not enjoying it—while you’re at it, flatter my looks and tell me why I should buy bricks and boards for these low-class wizards, who aren’t even intelligent enough to recognize how low-class they are. That dean did not impress me at all.” She bent forward confidentially. Her eyes sparkled.



The room’s colors looked even softer through the steam from Gracile’s teacup; it was a calm place, a place where one could lie at ease and listen to the wind in the garden. Looking at the fire, he could imagine the best of fall outside, leaves the color of those flames blowing past the glass on a wind the color of steam. He would like to see that, and to see cold spring rains beating against the windows and turn away from them to this warm corner.



“While you’re at it,” said Mrs. Szince, “tell me why you’ve taken up with those people at the Academy. You can’t make me believe they appreciate you.”



“I’d prefer it if you told me why you’re asking,” said Gracile, leaning back. “Do I detect an offer?”



“Indeed you do. My late husband’s company needs a lobbyist. Besides myself, of course.”



“I’ve never considered it,” said Gracile. “I’ve never thought about selling dreams.” This was a time-honored enchanter’s technique, the lie direct, and Gracile knew he did it beautifully; the statement and the look, both serious enough to be taken as true but a little more intense than truth warranted. Done properly, it left the hearer no choice but to believe or to join the enchanter in a closed circle of the People Who Knew what was being said. Trust me, it said. Only you and I know what’s really going on here.



Mrs. Szince looked back at him through the steam, and her white hair gleamed. She was erect and slender in her old-fashioned green gown, such as enchanters wore when they were creatures of mystery, Gracile thought. The clothing of a time when people asked enchantment to carry them out of themselves, to show them something they would remember and long for all the rest of their lives. If he only reached out, that skin would feel like velvet, or something even finer. Her eyes were the color of dark honey.




“What a lovely liar you are,” she said. “Does anyone at the Academy respect you for it? Well, charm me, young man. Charm me out of my money, for a bunch of silly wizards who think charming donors is beneath them. You’ll get them the money, and they’ll say ‘Thank goodness he’s willing to do it, because I could never lower myself; but then, enchanters have no standards.’ ”



The fire made a whispering sound, and a bird sang. I can’t hear any engines, Gracile thought—a miracle, here in the city. This was what it sounded like a hundred years ago. Here in this room, a hundred years ago, enchanters would have gathered. They would have spun marvels. They would not have made enchantment respectable. They would not have worn suits, or flattered businessmen.



“Do you think modern enchanters have no standards?”



“I think modern enchanters have no imagination,” said Mrs. Szince. “People as a group have no imagination. It’s small loss for most of them. But enchanters are meant for greater things. What a pity, that we let people like that dean of wizardry dream for us. What do you dream of, Mr. Gracile?”



“I would never set my dreams up against a professional’s,” Gracile said smoothly. Mrs. Szince sat back and watched him, and he watched the fire and thought about answering her question.



I dream of momentary things, he might have said to her. Of things seen in a flash and gone when you turn around; the golden bird, flown out of sight before you can quite see it. Sparks, flying upward through twilight air; the green flash you might see cross the sky, once in a lifetime, just at that moment when the sun sets into the sea. Gracile dreamed of falling stars, and the smooth circles on water after a fish has jumped, and all the beautiful things that go away. It isn’t restful, to dream such dreams. A night spent chasing them is wasted.



“We all dream of home,” said Mrs. Szince. “We dream of a place where what we are is right, where what we can do is the right thing. Don’t think it’s easy, making dreams. People come to me for what they can’t imagine about themselves—people who’ve been told they’re wrong so often, they can’t even imagine being right.”



“People can be fools, even in dreams,” said Gracile.



“Not in my dreams,” said Mrs. Szince. “It’s a big world, Mr. Gracile. There’s room in it for all of us. We can all find our place in it, if we can once see ourselves truly.” And this, too, was an enchanter’s trick, though it could only be used when the victim was already mazed, confused. This rhetorical assertion, that only a churl could protest against but that only a fool could believe. Manners demanded that the listener submit to the enchanter’s will, join the circle of those who agreed to be agreeable…


“No,” said Gracile, struggling to his feet. “There are people without a place in the world. But you and I are not among them. You have your company, and I have the Academy.”



Mrs. Szince smiled. “My,” she said. “What a very complicated statement.” But Gracile knew better than to explore himself under her guidance. The old lady’s spell was thick around him, here in her home. The room’s soft colors, the whispering flames, Mrs. Szince herself, were like dreams of color and flame and woman as they ought to be. Gracile stood in front of the fire and it was all he could do to keep himself calm and unafraid and respectable.



“You’re too good for me,” he said. “I was a fool to think I could cozen you. But they’re expecting me back at the Academy for a lunch meeting, to tell them how much money I got from the philanthropic Mrs. Szince.”



“Oh, must you go? A pity,” said Mrs. Szince. “I’d so like to see what’s under that glamour. Come again, Mr. Gracile. I’ll go easier on you, next time. Perhaps you’ll have something happier to tell them at the Academy.”



Gracile found he could walk away, more firmly with every step. The room behind him would become another flash of memory, to be longed for but never possessed, to be thought of when he needed to face the trustees again…but lying to himself was not Gracile’s talent, and with 
every step he felt Mrs. Szince behind him, ready to welcome him if he would only turn, go to her, bury his face in that soft skin and hair, and want no more.





 

“We need to talk about the new building fund,” said the VP Finance.



“Oh, don’t,” sighed Gracile. The VP Finance opened his eyes wide.



“I thought I was going to have to tell you it was that bad,” he said.



“I know my job,” said Gracile. “It may not seem like it at the moment, but I do.”



He liked the VP Finance and never tried to charm him. A man needed someone he could go out for a drink with. Gracile and the VP Finance went downtown, far away from the Academy and the Faculty Club. Gracile liked being surrounded by businessmen, grownups. He liked the thick linen and heavy silver, the way men’s faces were reflected in crystal and china.



“Unless you have something up your sleeve, we’re not going to be able to start the general campaign on schedule,” said the VP Finance. He looked around the room as though one of its inhabitants might be the ace up Gracile’s sleeve.
“If you’re planning a surprise announcement at the Donor’s Ball, do my ulcers a favor and tell me now.”



“No surprises,” said Gracile. The VP Finance sighed.



“I don’t want to tell you your business—”



“But you’re going to anyway.”



They drank in silence for a while.



“What made you so sure you could get the money this fast?”



“Mrs. Szince,” said Gracile. “I thought I could get it all from Mrs. Szince. Go ahead, laugh.”



“Why should I laugh? She gives away lots of money.”



“Because she’s an enchantress,” said Gracile. “Why do you think I kept away from her last year? She’s better than I am. I got cocky.”



“So she turned you down?”




“She was charming. Too charming. If I go back into that house, I won’t come out.”



“Ohh,” said the VP Finance, and grinned. “A magewar!”



“You can’t have a war with only two people,” Gracile pointed out. “And this one’s already been fought and lost.”



The VP Finance looked across the room with a dreamy expression. “I’m amazed,” he said. “Who’d ever have thought Mrs. Szince was dangerous? That sweet old woman.” Gracile looked at his friend and sighed. Mrs. Szince hosted large parties. Probably every man in the room had been in her house, was in her thrall.



“She wants me to help her sell dreams,” he said.



“Oh, I can imagine! The legislature’s within an inch of declaring her stuff an addictive drug,” said the VP Finance.
“But if she can enchant you, she should be able to handle the legislators.” He shook himself. “Well, so she’s out. You’ll just have to work the other donors.”



“I don’t know what I want to do,” said Gracile.



“You want to raise the money for this building. After that, you can go work for Mrs. Szince, if that’s what—”


“I could work for her now, if that’s what I wanted! It’s not that simple.”



The VP Finance spread his hands and creased his round face into a question. “So tell me,” he said.



“I want to work for her,” said Gracile. “But when I am working for her, what’s there for me to want? When you’ve gotten what you want, you’re not much of an enchanter anymore.”



The VP Finance frowned. “You get what you want all the time.”



“No, I get what you want.” Gracile swept his arm out in a gesture that meant the VP Finance, the Academy, Osyth, the world. “What I want—I don’t go there. I steer clear of that.”



“Doesn’t sound like you’d be much use to Mrs. Szince, then.”



“Oh, I don’t know about that. I’d want to please her…she’d want me to keep enchanting people…it could become very complicated,” said Gracile. He finished his drink and put the glass down hard. They sat for a few moments looking at the table, and then the VP Finance pushed his own drink over to Gracile. Gracile drank it.





 

“Who’s the girl in gold?” Gracile didn’t really want to know. But she was striking, a girl in a champagne-colored frock, with a head full of gold curls. She stood by the window in the Hotel Eleuthra’s penthouse ballroom, looking out into the evening light. Was she a donor, growing disgusted with the Academy as she stood there alone? Or was she from the Academy, neglecting her duties? Gracile didn’t care. It was just restful to look at something all gold against a calm autumn evening, all blue. The sun poured in the windows beside her, blocks of glowing air leaning through the glass.



“Who’s the girl in gold?” he asked the Alumnae Officer. She craned her neck.



“Faculty,” she said. “Magister Hoth, from Demonology. Not doing very well, is she?”



“Perhaps I should go talk to her,” said Gracile. If faculty came to fund-raisers, they were supposed to help raise funds. One demonologist looking superior could undo a lot of Gracile’s charm. Although this evening, Gracile had charm to spare. He’d raised a lot of money this evening. People who’d already given to the Academy; people who’d already given all they thought they could afford; people who’d already given all they really could afford, he raised money from them all. The man running the cloakroom had given him a few bills, just to be a part of whatever it was that Gracile wanted so much.



What Gracile wanted so much was dancing with the VP Finance at the other end of the room. Mrs. Szince was silver and gray, mysterious as moonlight. He’d thought she might lose power outside her home, but she was at her most beautiful, and she was flirting with the VP Finance. She whispered to him and laughed a low, charming laugh at his replies. She rested her hand on his sleeve, on his lapel; she leaned her silver head on his bosom when they danced, and the VP Finance gazed over it into the distance with a rapt expression, noble and protective.



Gracile looked at the pair and felt his glamour flame. He was beautiful, passionate, inconsolable. What could the donors do, any of them, except give him what little they had?



“She’s a lecher,” said the Alumnae Officer.



“What?”



“Magister Hoth. I suppose mere donors are small beer to her, after spending her days with incubi.”



“Meow,” said Gracile, and they both laughed. Purple shadows were darkening behind the girl in gold, and the last rays of sunlight slanted across the corner of the ballroom to gild her an avid, brazen flame-yellow. She turned and looked straight into the light, her eyes wide and un-afraid.





 

“I thought I should let you know—no, I shouldn’t. Forget it.”



A remark like that is effective, even for gaining the attention of a Development Officer in the middle of a fund-raising event. Gracile turned all his glamour toward the speaker. It was Magister Hoth, not as golden as she had been in the sunset. Late at night, under the ballroom’s lights, she was the color of pale champagne.



“What?”



“This is conflict of interest,” she said. “Damn.”



“How can we have a conflict of interest? We’re here for the same thing.” Gracile looked closer and discovered she was very angry. Some drunken donor had probably groped her or made rude jokes about lechery. He gave her his full attention, the kind that made hardened businessmen reach for their checkbooks. “If anything unsuitable has happened, I want it dealt with as much as you do,” he said.



“You can trust me.”



“It doesn’t matter whether I can trust you or not,” she said. “I’ve called the police.”



Gracile’s habit, whenever moved to shout “WHAT!”, was to stand perfectly still for a moment and then take two steps back while looking mild and thoughtful. “I see,” he said gently. “What have you called them to do, and why?”



“One of your guests is carrying an illegal incubus. I saw it in the washroom.”



“Oh, my goodness,” said Gracile. “First, are you sure it’s illegal?”



“I know what I’m talking about,” she said sharply. “I’m Vice-President and a founding member of the Alliance for Ethical Lechery. Keeping an incubus is nothing less than sexual slavery. I’m only telling you about this so we can get this woman arrested with the least disruption.”



“Which woman would that be?” asked Gracile, but he already knew. He stood taller as Magister Hoth searched the room. I knew I was as good as any enchanter living, he thought. It took an incubus to charm me. They were among the most powerful demons, those spirits of lust. An enchantress holding an incubus captive, drawing strength from its longings—what would be her limits? And I walked away from her, thought Gracile. She had all that going for her, and I was still able to walk away.



“Over there,” said Hoth. “The woman in silver.”



Gracile looked across the room at the woman in silver. Mrs. Szince, so beautiful, so powerful, so seductive. He stared for a minute, cataloguing her strengths. They made this triumph all the greater.



“Are the police coming up here?” he asked.



“No. I told them I’d get her down to the front lobby.”



“That will be my job,” said Gracile. “You did the right thing. I can get her down there without causing a fuss, and we’ll have this taken care of before the other guests start to leave. You go down and talk with the police. Give me five minutes.” Hoth had barely walked away when Gracile was doing what he’d wanted to all evening. He cut in on the VP Finance and took Mrs. Szince away.



She laughed, a low sound of triumph, shaking in his arms.



“You never came back,” she said.




“You were entirely too much for me, ma’am,” said Gracile. “May we speak in private?”



“Of course.”



“Not here,” said Gracile. “Not even on this floor.”



Mrs. Szince laughed again. “I like you,” she said. “You don’t waste my time.”



“I don’t have any time to waste, myself,” said Gracile. He stopped dancing; she took his arm and swayed, slender against his side. She was like a tree in moonlight. When she smiled up at him she could have been fifty, or fifteen. And Gracile could have taken her down the East elevator to the lobby and the police or the West one, that led to the back parts of the hotel and out into the alley…he walked east and saw all the donors they passed take that catch of breath you take when your everyday life snags for a second on something wondrous. Romance didn’t end with youth, he saw them thinking. They would have given Gracile more money, just for showing them this.



“Where are we going?” Mrs. Szince murmured.



“To the lobby,” said Gracile. He watched the numbers change, and felt her leaning on his arm. At floor twenty-five, he had to speak.



“The police are in the lobby,” he said. “They’re doing some kind of sweep of the district for illegal incubi.”



Floor twenty—floor eighteen—


“How interesting,” said Mrs. Szince. “Do you know, I fear I’ve forgotten my wrap.” Floor ten—


“I thought it was an interesting coincidence,” said Gracile. “Given that you’d called me about it. In fact, I invited the academy’s lecher to this party so we could deal with it properly. You’ll be glad to know that she’s an expert on illegal incubi.”



Mrs. Szince was very still, as still as moonlight. “Excuse me?”



“It must be very distressing to pay so much for something and then find out it’s illegal,” he said. “You did the right thing in coming to me. The police will have to take your statement about who sold it to you, but you can hand the incubus over to us. I know you wouldn’t want to remain in possession of it any longer than you have to.” The floors chimed—floor three, mezzanine—


“My dear boy! You are a challenge, after all,” said Mrs. Szince. “You can’t imagine how much I appreciate that. It’s lonely to think one is the last. The field has so declined from the days of the great dreamlords. Too many of us are mere hirelings, nowadays. We waste our talents on the mundane things.” The door chimed.



“Perhaps we can start over,” said Gracile. “I fear we began on uneven ground.”



“What an intriguing concept,” said Mrs. Szince. “As if it were a game…I’ve always viewed enchantment as an art, myself. One does the best one can, with whatever comes to hand.” The lobby was before them, two men in the black uniforms of Osyth Police talking to Hoth, and Mrs. Szince was opening her purse and smiling at them all. “Mr. Gracile,” she said, “has been so helpful. I believe this is what you’ve been looking for?”



Gracile had his first look at the incubus, swirling in a moonstone two inches across. It was beautifully set in silver, an art nouveau brooch of sinuous naked bodies and water plants. Both policemen looked at it with respect and apprehension as Patsy Hoth reached out to take it. She closed her hand over the gem, and Gracile realized that she was more beautiful than Mrs. Szince had ever been.



“I’ll have to take it back to the Academy,” she told the police. “The standard procedure is to let it out into a rabbit colony so it can feed. After that, it’ll be able to get away on its own.”



“Yeah, I know the drill,” said the shorter policeman. He had blond hair in a ponytail, and a loop of gold chain through one ear. “What about this lady?”—indicating Mrs. Szince in a way she could not have often been indicated. He might as well have said, “this old bag.”



“Mrs. Szince brought the incubus here tonight to hand it over to us,” Gracile said. “You’re just here to witness the formalities; we hardly want to be possessing an illegal incubus ourselves, after all.”




“What?” said Hoth, looking up. Gracile turned all his attention toward Mrs. Szince.



“I’ll have them call your car,” he said. “Excuse me for a moment.” Hoth was at his elbow as soon as he walked toward the bellman’s desk.



“You’re letting her go!”



“You heard her story,” he said. “You saw her give up the incubus. We don’t have a leg to stand on.”



“Oh, sure. And she has enough money to buy the academy.”



“If you don’t like donors, keep out of development. Your car’s coming around,” said Gracile, turning back to Mrs. Szince. The open door sucked all three of them out into the night, toward the waiting car. He didn’t want to see her go, to have this victory ended. Mrs. Szince smiled at him, gracious in defeat.



“Never imagine,” she said, “that I don’t appreciate what you’ve done for me tonight.” She reached out to pat his sleeve in farewell. She still was a lovely old lady, a wise woman, silk and velvet, even without the incubus—something shone in the air in front of him, a sparkle of powder, and he heard Hoth yell, saw her drop the gem as it burst into a dazzle. When his vision cleared Mrs. Szince was gone. Taillights at the corner might have been her car, might not.



“What is it?” Gracile picked up the brooch. Its stone was moon-colored, the rainbow glints gone. He offered it to Hoth, but she ignored him and clutched her hands to her middle.



“She let it out,” she groaned. She doubled over and cried out, a harsh sound he had never heard before.



“Are you all right? How far is the hospital?” Gracile asked.



“No,” gasped Hoth. “No hospital. I’m fine.” Gracile put a hand on her arm and gasped himself. It was nothing he had ever felt before, when they touched; pure desire, that almost shut off the mind. He felt his glamour flare again. He was beautiful, powerful, invincible. If I’d felt like this a minute ago, Mrs. Szince would have funded the whole building, he thought, and at that moment a cab pulled up.



“Get in,” he said, pushing Hoth down into the cab’s back seat, and she pulled him after her, clutched his coat, rubbed against him.



“Where to?” asked the cab driver, turning half around.
“You just want me to drive?”



“Get out of here,” said Gracile. “Around the block. Anywhere.” He turned back to Hoth, and she pulled his head down and kissed him. He kissed back, but the cab turned a sharp corner and they slipped apart. The desire diluted as quickly as it had come. “What is this?” he asked, and Hoth laughed up at him. She was a pale blur, half-lying across the seat. They passed a streetlight and it lit up her face, excited and shining.



“Sex,” she said. “It’s called sex.”



“But it isn’t real,” said Gracile, bracing himself against the back of the driver’s seat. Hoth laughed again and reached up, putting a hand on the back of his neck. He felt her fingernails brush the short ends of hair, her fingers opening and the warm part of her hand touching his skin, and then that power was filling him again and the delight of using it was the only thing that mattered.





 

It must have been twenty years since Gracile had looked at his true face. He knew he had done it when his last classmate retired. He had looked at the beginning of old age, then, and sworn at it, and thought about things he wanted until his glamour was strong enough to cover that face. Ever since, he had put the glamour on in bed before getting up. But this morning he was in bed with a woman, a golden woman lying too close for him to see her clearly, and he could not call up any longing, could not think of anything he wanted to change.



He felt his sunken cheeks, pinched them up into bristly folds. She’ll never sleep with you again if she sees your real face, he thought. She’ll hate you. But the folds didn’t tighten under his fingers, and then he was afraid, cold-sweat afraid, of—he didn’t know what.




Gracile snuck out of his own bed, silent as a schoolboy creeping out before breakfast. His bare feet knew every crack in the floor and every shift in the pattern of sunlight and shadow that carpeted the hall under the window. He looked out into the golden elm, his heart bouncing in his chest, just as a swirl of leaves spun down from it. They said you could see the dryad of the tree in such a whirlwind of leaves. They said you could rush into the eddy and clasp it to yourself…Gracile watched it fall to the ground, choking down thought and panic, and went on to the bathroom.



This was himself, this stranger looking out of his mirror. Beneath his glamour, he had grown old. Gray hair and stubble. Lines—the deep creases around eyes and mouth that puzzle whoever looks at the old man. What expressions do they echo? Was this a man who smiled or scowled? Impossible to tell what this face had been doing, hidden away by itself. Its eyes were washed out, its skin tough and bristly. And as he squinted at himself in the mirror, wondering whether it was blurred by mist or farsightedness, the bathroom door opened. Living alone, he never locked it. Patsy Hoth walked in.



“I—Oh!” she said, shocked twice—by walking in on someone, and by what she had walked in on. “Excuse me,” and she was gone.



“Wait!” said Gracile, and looked into the mirror again, just for a second, seeing what she must have seen in that second. Old. Decrepit. A geezer. He pulled the door open, acting faster than he could think, and what he said almost surprised him. “You must be Will’s friend,” he said, and Hoth’s retreating back stopped. “I’m his father,” said Gracile. “Bill, senior.”





 

“He doesn’t usually bring women home,” said Gracile.
“You’re the first in—oh, years. I was still living with his mother, then. She was still alive.” He had never said such a thing before. The public Gracile was a bachelor, with a hint of mysterious heartbreak in his past.



“I’m sorry,” said Hoth.




“Don’t be. That was a long time ago. But how about you—are you and Will serious?”



“Us? No,” said Hoth. “It was an accident. An incubus.” She looked into her coffee. “It was my own fault,” she said.
“If I’d had my field kit, I could have let it out with no harm done.”



“You didn’t take your field kit to a donors’ ball? What were you thinking of?” chaffed Gracile. It was morning outside, bright and merry, slipping carelessly away into day. He ate bacon and eggs and to hell with his cholesterol.



“Is your family from Osyth?” she asked, and again Gracile had that strange feeling, the disorientation of having to make up a new life.



“No,” he said. “I was born in the country outside Selanto. We moved here after the war.” He said this delicately, not sure it would hold his weight, but it did. It was the truth, after all. The truth! He could tell her about his real life, he thought suddenly. The things that had meant so much to him—the farm, the family. Growing up. The war, his wife. All the things that had never happened to Will, that a man in his forties could never admit to knowing. He found himself talking, babbling like any lonely old man. Like an old man who had jumped off a cliff, who needed to say all he knew before he hit bottom. She listened, drinking coffee, and he couldn’t tell whether she was interested or polite, and he didn’t care.



“You remind me of a girl I met in the war,” he said. “She had a head of curls like that—and I think she was magic, as well, because she never got hurt. The whole village was bombed away, except their one house.” He sighed. “I’ve had a full life. It’s Will I worry about. He hardly ever meets a nice girl.”



“I’m a lecher,” said Hoth. “I have to be a nice girl. If you give them an inch, the lab gets out of control. So I don’t carry on affairs.”



“It’s too bad…”



“We hardly even know each other. It was just an accident.”




“Most magicians,” said Gracile, “won’t hang around with enchanters.”



“I don’t see why not. These distinctions are stupid…”



“But.”



“Well—I would always wonder if I was being charmed.”



Gracile leaned forward, propped his bristly chin in his shaky hands. “D’you drink? D’you worry you might get intoxicated?”



“It’s not quite the same.”



“It is. The world—it’s always moving,” said Gracile.
“You can hold on and and try to keep everything under control, or you can let go and fly with it. You kids have never had a war. Things pick you up and take you with ’em. That’s what life really is, not this sitting in one spot like a barnacle.”



“What happened to the girl in the house?” asked Hoth, changing the subject.



“Eh?”



“You were just telling me. The house that didn’t get bombed.” Gracile told her the rest of his story about war, cold and muddy, and one house standing untouched among ruins. He told her about how warmth and light feel to a man coming in from war, and about the way song can rise up around a blue plate on the mantelpiece, and how beautiful a woman is when she gets up barefoot at midnight, wrapped in a ragged sheet. When she leans against a door frame and looks at a dead land and says, “Nothing ever really ends. The important things go on.” Hoth listened like a child, forgetting her coffee.



“But what happened to her?”



“I told you. The important things don’t end.”



Hoth sighed, and then sharpened. “Was that enchantment? Are you putting a spell on me?”



“Not that I know of,” said Gracile dryly. “And I think I would know.”



He had meant to send her off by herself in a cab, but they were friends by then. They rode downtown together and said goodbye at the Hotel Eleuthra. He put his thin old arms around her, and gave her a father’s kiss on the hair.



“Will should be home by midnight,” he said. “Call him.”



“Don’t get your hopes up,” she said. “He didn’t even leave a note.”



“I’ll give him hell!” said Gracile. “I didn’t bring him up to act like that.” As soon as she was gone into the parking garage, he went into a florist’s. He had roses and a note sent to her office. I must want something to come of this, he thought; but the face that looked back from the cooler doors was still an old man’s.



Gracile spent the day in open spaces around Osyth, not afraid of being recognized. He watched birds and beasts, sat in Westpark looking out over the edge of the plateau, walked along the ley-line where it ran toward the Academy, overgrown with hawthorn, alder, fairy rings and mandrake. He walked for miles, until he wanted to sit down. Wanted dinner. Wanted a beer, and to go home and find someone waiting for him, waiting to hear his stories…at the outskirts of the Academy he looked into a window and saw an echo of his younger self, and headed in to his office.



“A package came for you,” said his secretary.





 

A package too small for flyers or promotional videotapes, a package the size to hold jewelry; and even before he touched it, he felt Mrs. Szince’s breath on it. A package full of wonders. A package of treasure, of longings…for what greater treasure is there, Gracile thought as he stood over the open box, what greater treasure is there than the dream of treasure? He touched it with one finger—absurd, such caution for a tiny piece of silver—and felt the trapped spirit’s hunger surge through him. And in that instant, the old man was gone. He had spent one day in the open, one day looking at the world without longing and letting it look at him, and now he was gone. He was put away, with all his memories, closed away as firmly as the box in Gracile’s pocket.



Gracile stood at the window looking at the Academy lit from one side, shadows pooling between the buildings, with his own silhouette laid over them all, as solid and unchanging as any of them. He looked for a long time, until the campus lights came on below and he could see himself clearly in the glass, watching unchanged as suns and seasons faded away, and then he went back to his desk. He set the box on his blotter and put away the note and wrapping paper in a desk drawer, and then he picked up the phone and dialed.



“Magister Hoth’s lab,” said a student voice. “She’s not in—may I take a message?”



“This is William Harrison Gracile,” he said. “Tell her Mrs. Szince has sent me another incubus for her to release. And tell her—tell her my father would like to see her again.”
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—For Ray Bradbury





October was in
 the chair, so it was chilly that evening, and the leaves were red and orange and tumbled from the trees that circled the grove. The twelve of them sat around a campfire roasting huge sausages on sticks, which spat and crackled as the fat dripped onto the burning applewood, and drinking fresh apple cider, tangy and tart in their mouths.



April took a dainty bite from her sausage, which burst open as she bit into it, spilling hot juice down her chin. “Beshrew and suck-ordure on it,” she said.



Squat March, sitting next to her, laughed, low and dirty, and then pulled out a huge, filthy handkerchief. “Here you go,” he said.



April wiped her chin. “Thanks,” she said. “The cursed bag-of-innards burned me. I’ll have a blister there tomorrow.”



September yawned. “You are 
such
 a hypochondriac,” he said, across the fire. “And such language.” He had a pencil-thin mustache, and was balding in the front, which made his forehead seem high, and wise.



“Lay off her,” said May. Her dark hair was cropped short against her skull and she wore sensible boots. She smoked a small brown cigarillo, which smelled heavily of cloves. “She’s sensitive.”



“Oh puhlease,” said September. “Spare me.”



October, conscious of his position in the chair, sipped his apple cider, cleared his throat, and said, “Okay. Who wants to begin?” The chair he sat in was carved from one large block of oak wood, inlaid with ash, with cedar, and with cherrywood. The other eleven sat on tree stumps equally spaced about the small bonfire. The tree stumps had been worn smooth and comfortable by years of use.





“What about the minutes?” asked January. “We always do minutes when I’m in the chair.”



“But you aren’t in the chair now, are you, dear?” said September, an elegant creature of mock solicitude.



“What about the minutes?” repeated January. “You can’t ignore them.”



“Let the little buggers take care of themselves,” said April, one hand running through her long blond hair. “And I think September should go first.”



September preened and nodded. “Delighted,” he said.



“Hey,” said February. “Hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey-hey. I didn’t hear the chairman ratify that. Nobody starts till October says who starts, and then nobody else talks. Can we have maybe the tiniest semblance of order here?” He peered at them, small, pale, dressed entirely in blues and grays.



“It’s fine,” said October. His beard was all colors, a grove of trees in autumn, deep brown and fire orange and wine red, an untrimmed tangle across the lower half of his face. His cheeks were apple red. He looked like a friend, like someone you had known all your life. “September can go first. Let’s just get it rolling.”



September placed the end of his sausage into his mouth, chewed daintily, and drained his cider mug. Then he stood up and bowed to the company and began to speak.



“Laurent DeLisle was the finest chef in all of Seattle; at least, Laurent DeLisle thought so, and the Michelin stars on his door confirmed him in his opinion. He was a remarkable chef, it is true—his minced lamb brioche had won several awards, his smoked quail and white truffle ravioli had been described in the 
Gastronome
 as ‘the tenth wonder of the world.’ But it was his wine cellar…ah, his wine cellar…that was his source of pride and his passion.



“I understand that. The last of the white grapes are harvested in me, and the bulk of the reds: I appreciate fine wines, the aroma, the taste, the aftertaste as well.



“Laurent DeLisle bought his wines at auctions, from private wine lovers, from reputable dealers: he would insist on a pedigree for each wine, for wine frauds are, alas, too common, when the bottle is selling for perhaps five, ten, a hundred thousand dollars, or pounds, or euros.



“The treasure—the jewel—the rarest of the rare and the 
ne plus ultra
 of his temperature-controlled wine cellar was a bottle of 1902 Château Lafitte. It was on the wine list at $120,000, although it was, in true terms, priceless, for it was the last bottle of its kind.”



“Excuse me,” said August politely. He was the fattest of them all, his thin hair combed in golden wisps across his pink pate.



September glared down at his neighbor. “Yes?”



“Is this the one where some rich dude buys the wine to go with the dinner, and the chef decides that the dinner the rich dude ordered isn’t good enough for the wine, so he sends out a different dinner, and the guy takes one mouthful, and he’s got, like, some rare allergy and he just dies like that, and the wine never gets drunk after all?”



September said nothing. He looked a great deal.



“Because if it is, you told it before. Years ago. Dumb story then. Dumb story now.” August smiled. His pink cheeks shone in the firelight.



September said, “Obviously pathos and culture are not to everyone’s taste. Some people prefer their barbecues and beer, and some of us like—”



February said, “Well, I hate to say this, but he kind of does have a point. It has to be a new story.”



September raised an eyebrow and pursed his lips. “I’m done,” he said abruptly. He sat down on his stump.



They looked at each other across the fire, the months of the year.



June, hesitant and clean, raised her hand and said, “I have one about a guard on the X-ray machines at La Guardia Airport, who could read all about people from the outlines of their luggage on the screen, and one day she saw a luggage X ray so beautiful that she fell in love with the person, and she had to figure out which person in the line it was, and she couldn’t, and she pined for months and months. And when the person came through again she knew it this time, and it was the man, and he was a wizened old Indian man and she was pretty and black and, like twenty-five, and she knew it would never work out and she let him go, because she could also see from the shapes of his bags on the screen that he was going to die soon.”



October said, “Fair enough, young June. Tell that one.”



June stared at him, like a spooked animal. “I just did,” she said.



October nodded. “So you did,” he said, before any of the others could say anything. And then he said, “Shall we proceed to my story, then?”



February sniffed. “Out of order there, big fella. The man in the chair only tells his story when the rest of us are through. Can’t go straight to the main event.”



May was placing a dozen chestnuts on the grate above the fire, deploying them into patterns with her tongs. “Let him tell his story if he wants to,” she said. “God knows it can’t be worse than the one about the wine. And I have things to be getting back to. Flowers don’t bloom by themselves. All in favor?”



“You’re taking this to a formal vote?” February said. “I cannot believe this. I cannot believe this is happening.” He mopped his brow with a handful of tissues, which he pulled from his sleeve.



Seven hands were raised. Four people kept their hands down—February, September, January, and July. (“I don’t have anything personal on this,” said July apologetically. “It’s purely procedural. We shouldn’t be setting precedents.”)



“It’s settled then,” said October. “Is there anything anyone would like to say before I begin?”



“Um. Yes. Sometimes,” said June, “sometimes I think somebody’s watching us from the woods and then I look and there isn’t anybody there. But I still think it.”



April said, “That’s because you’re crazy.”



“Mm,” said September, to everybody. “She’s sensitive but she’s still the cruelest.”



“Enough,” said October. He stretched in his chair. He cracked a cobnut with his teeth, pulled out the kernel, and threw the fragments of shell into the fire, where they hissed and spat and popped, and he began.



There was a boy, October said, who was miserable at home, although they did not beat him. He did not fit well, not his family, not his town, nor even his life. He had two older brothers, who were twins, older than he was, and who hurt him or ignored him, and were popular. They played football: some games one twin would score more and be the hero, and some games the other would. Their little brother did not play football. They had a name for their brother. They called him the Runt.



They had called him the Runt since he was a baby, and at first their mother and father had chided them for it.



The twins said, “But he 
is
 the runt of the litter. Look at 
him
. Look at 
us
.” The boys were six when they said this. Their parents thought it was cute. A name like “the Runt” can be infectious, so pretty soon the only person who called him Donald was his grandmother, when she telephoned him on his birthday, and people who did not know him.



Now, perhaps because names have power, he was a runt: skinny and small and nervous. He had been born with a runny nose, and it had not stopped running in a decade. At mealtimes, if the twins liked the food they would steal his; if they did not, they would contrive to place their food on his plate and he would find himself in trouble for leaving good food uneaten.



Their father never missed a football game, and would buy an ice cream afterward for the twin who had scored the most, and a consolation ice cream for the other twin, who hadn’t. Their mother described herself as a newspaper-woman, although she mostly sold advertising space and subscriptions: she had gone back to work full-time once the twins were capable of taking care of themselves.



The other kids in the boy’s class admired the twins. They had called him Donald for several weeks in first grade, until the word trickled down that his brothers called him the Runt. His teachers rarely called him anything at all, although among themselves they could sometimes be heard to say that it was a pity the youngest Covay boy didn’t have the pluck or the imagination or the life of his brothers.



The Runt could not have told you when he first decided to run away, nor when his daydreams crossed the border and became plans. By the time he admitted to himself that he was leaving he had a large Tupperware container hidden beneath a plastic sheet behind the garage, containing three Mars bars, two Milky Ways, a bag of nuts, a small bag of licorice, a flashlight, several comics, an unopened packet of beef jerky, and thirty-seven dollars, most of it in quarters. He did not like the taste of beef jerky, but he had read that explorers had survived for weeks on nothing else, and it was when he put the packet of beef jerky into the Tupper-ware box and pressed the lid down with a pop that he knew he was going to have to run away.



He had read books, newspapers, and magazines. He knew that if you ran away you sometimes met bad people who did bad things to you; but he had also read fairy tales, so he knew that there were kind people out there, side by side with the monsters.



The Runt was a thin ten-year-old, with a runny nose, and a blank expression. If you were to try to pick him out of a group of boys, you’d be wrong. He’d be the other one. Over at the side. The one your eye slipped over.



All through September he put off leaving. It took a really bad Friday, during the course of which both of his brothers sat on him (and the one who sat on his face broke wind, and laughed uproariously) to decide that whatever monsters were waiting out in the world would be bearable, perhaps even preferable.



Saturday, his brothers were meant to be looking after him, but soon they went into town to see a girl they liked. The Runt went around the back of the garage and took the Tupperware container out from beneath the plastic sheeting. He took it up to his bedroom. He emptied his school-bag onto his bed, filled it with his candies and comics and quarters and the beef jerky. He filled an empty soda bottle with water.



The Runt walked into the town and got on the bus. He rode west, ten-dollars-in-quarters worth of west, to a place he didn’t know, which he thought was a good start, then he got off the bus and walked. There was no sidewalk now, so when cars came past he would edge over into the ditch, to safety.



The sun was high. He was hungry, so he rummaged in his bag and pulled out a Mars bar. After he ate it he found he was thirsty, and he drank almost half of the water from his soda bottle before he realized he was going to have to ration it. He had thought that once he got out of the town he would see springs of fresh water everywhere, but there were none to be found. There was a river, though, that ran beneath a wide bridge.



The Runt stopped halfway across the bridge to stare down at the brown water. He remembered something he had been told in school: that, in the end, all rivers flowed into the sea. He had never been to the seashore. He clambered down the bank and followed the river. There was a muddy path along the side of the riverbank, and an occasional beer can or plastic snack packet to show that people had been that way before, but he saw no one as he walked.



He finished his water.



He wondered if they were looking for him yet. He imagined police cars and helicopters and dogs, all trying to find him. He would evade them. He would make it to the sea.



The river ran over some rocks, and it splashed. He saw a blue heron, its wings wide, glide past him, and he saw solitary end-of-season dragonflies, and sometimes small clusters of midges, enjoying the Indian summer. The blue sky became dusk gray, and a bat swung down to snatch insects from the air. The Runt wondered where he would sleep that night.



Soon the path divided, and he took the branch that led away from the river, hoping it would lead to a house, or to a farm with an empty barn. He walked for some time, as the dusk deepened, until, at the end of the path, he found a farmhouse, half tumbled down and unpleasant-looking. The Runt walked around it, becoming increasingly certain as he walked that nothing could make him go inside, and then he climbed over a broken fence to an abandoned 
pasture, and settled down to sleep in the long grass with his schoolbag for his pillow.



He lay on his back, fully dressed, staring up at the sky. He was not in the slightest bit sleepy.



“They’ll be missing me by now,” he told himself.
“They’ll be worried.”



He imagined himself coming home in a few years’ time. The delight on his family’s faces as he walked up the path to home. Their welcome. Their love….



He woke some hours later, with the bright moonlight in his face. He could see the whole world—as bright as day, like in the nursery rhyme, but pale and without colors. Above him, the moon was full, or almost, and he imagined a face looking down at him, not unkindly, in the shadows and shapes of the moon’s surface.



A voice said, “Where do you come from?”



He sat up, not scared, not yet, and looked around him. Trees. Long grass. “Where are you? I don’t see you.”



Something he had taken for a shadow moved, beside a tree on the edge of the pasture, and he saw a boy of his own age.



“I’m running away from home,” said the Runt.



“Whoa,” said the boy. “That must have taken a whole lot of guts.”



The Runt grinned with pride. He didn’t know what to say.



“You want to walk a bit?” said the boy.



“Sure,” said the Runt. He moved his schoolbag, so it was next to the fence post, so he could always find it again.



They walked down the slope, giving a wide berth to the old farmhouse.



“Does anyone live there?” asked the Runt.



“Not really,” said the other boy. He had fair, fine hair that was almost white in the moonlight. “Some people tried a long time back, but they didn’t like it, and they left. Then other folk moved in. But nobody lives there now. What’s your name?”



“Donald,” said the Runt. And then, “But they call me the Runt. What do they call you?”




The boy hesitated. “Dearly,” he said.



“That’s a cool name.”



Dearly said, “I used to have another name, but I can’t read it anymore.”



They squeezed through a huge iron gateway, rusted part open, part closed into position, and they were in the little meadow at the bottom of the slope.



“This place is cool,” said the Runt.



There were dozens of stones of all sizes in the small meadow. Tall stones, bigger than either of the boys, and small ones, just the right size for sitting on. There were some broken stones. The Runt knew what sort of a place this was, but it did not scare him. It was a loved place.



“Who’s buried here?” he asked.



“Mostly okay people,” said Dearly. “There used to be a town over there. Past those trees. Then the railroad came and they built a stop in the next town over, and our town sort of dried up and fell in and blew away. There’s bushes and trees now, where the town was. You can hide in the trees and go into the old houses and jump out.”



The Runt said, “Are they like that farmhouse up there? The houses?” He didn’t want to go in them, if they were.



“No,” said Dearly.
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