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He that commends me to mine own content

commends me to the thing I cannot get.

I to the world am like a drop of water

that in the ocean seeks another drop,

who, falling there to find his fellow
forth,

unseen, inquisitive, confounds himself.

(The Comedy of Errors, Act I, Scene i)

 


By the time Camille MacTavish stepped off
the bus in Texas, she was beginning to regret stealing the
dragon.

As the creaky Greyhound pulled away from the
curb, exhaling a cloud of diesel smoke, Camille visored her hand
and peered after it. She briefly wondered whether Philip knew she
was gone. He was probably still sleeping peacefully under the icy
motel air conditioning, snoring and dreaming of California.

This town was a lot smaller than the ticket
clerk had said. Just her luck.

But maybe her luck would take a turn for the
better. Way down at the bottom of her left-hand jeans pocket she
could feel the dulled vibrations of the netsuke she'd stolen, a
Japanese dragon carved out of a knot of burled rosewood to fit in a
palm. Impulsively she shoved her hands deep into her pockets. When
her fingers touched the dragon, they tingled.

She glanced both ways and started across the
deserted intersection. From here, she could see just about the
whole of the downtown business district.

Street lights clicked audibly off as lamps
flicked on in a few windows. At the edge of her consciousness, she
noted the sunrise painting the eastern sky with what she would've
called (back when she was still a teenaged poet--only
three-and-a-half weeks ago, but it already seemed like forever)
"vainglorious translucent shades of apricot edged with peach and
gold." The same sunrise she had so optimistically called "the
colors of freedom" when she was that ignorant kid. But now that sun
had set. Three weeks ago, when her new stepdad Jimmy Cline had
jumped her and ruined her life, she'd abandoned that kind of
rhetoric to preachers and poets. She'd finally come to understand
that song lyric about freedom being just another word for nothing
left to lose.

Her stomach rumbled, sending up a splash of
acid to urge her on to--where? Not the Salvation Army again.

She had to be frugal. With Phil’s money and
what she had left over from before--minus the cost of the bus
ticket from St. Louis and a bag of chips and a Coke at the
station--she had seventy-seven dollars and thirty-nine cents.

Back home in Iowa, where she'd baby-sat and
mowed lawns, that would’ve seemed like a lot. Now it wasn’t enough,
not nearly enough to get her to California. Bus fare to San
Francisco ran a hundred sixty. If only she hadn't felt such an
urgency last night to get away from Phil, to put some physical
distance between them. But she had, so she wouldn't be able to
afford the connecting bus, at least not today. Her legs were
already stiffening up from riding overnight. She'd have to find
someone else to hitch with for a while, someone not quite as . . .
eccentric . . . as Phil.

Across the street, an older woman wearing a
gingham housedress was propping open the glass doors of a
good-sized mom-and-pop grocery.

Camille sat on the bus stop bench, her
stomach crawling with crawdads, until a few customers had gone
inside. She fought down a few pangs from her already-guilty
conscience, but hunger urged her forward. She wouldn’t take much,
only something to eat. "Shrinkage," they called it, and planned for
it. Now that she was in survival mode--and it wasn't even her own
fault--she couldn't worry about the niceties. Besides, the girls at
home did worse during their initiations into the cool cliques, and
they weren't hungry.

The scent of small-town store, a mixture of
disinfectant and rotting produce, hit her in the face as she walked
in. The place had an air of genteel shabbiness, but it was busy
enough already. She wheeled a squeaking cart up and down the
aisles, dropping things in at random.

By the dairy case, a middle-aged fashion
plate stood behind a card table handing out coupons. On the table
were sample goodies on toothpicks, lined up like dominoes. There
were meatballs, cheese cubes, and pizza rolls. Next to that, two
flavors of fruit-free fruity drink were arranged in rows of tiny
plastic communion cups.

Camille circled around and hit the table
whenever there was a crowd to distract the hostess, managing three
visits before getting busted.

The demonstrator's razor-thin eyebrows shot
up across her furrow-plowed forehead. "Please limit yourself to one
sample of each product, young lady." She cupped her hands over the
samples of fruit drink, a sacred circle available only to potential
paying customers. "Is there a particular product I may help you
with?"

Camille grinned sheepishly around a mouthful
of meatballs. "Sorry. I missed breakfast, and"--she realized from
the woman's expression that this was exactly the wrong tack, and
switched gears--"and these are sooo deelish." She pointed at the
display of jars on the endcap of the aisle behind the woman. "Is
that the stuff you soaked them in?" As the demonstrator reflexively
looked back, Camille grabbed two handfuls of cheese cubes.

"The marinade doesn't contain any picante
sauce, no," the woman replied as she turned back. "If you like, I
can give you the recipe." She held out a card, then frowned as she
noticed the large hole in her formerly perfect display.

"Cool. I'll get Mom to make it this weekend.
Thanks so much." Camille returned the woman's fake smile. Stuffing
the recipe card into the pocket of her denim jacket atop the
cheese, she hustled her basket away. In the dairy section, she
helped herself to two pints of chocolate milk, putting one in the
cart and opening the other to drink while she "shopped." Strolling
through produce, she crunched down on a Granny Smith apple--apples
went so well with cheese--as she loaded a few more into a plastic
bag and settled it into her basket. One straggler made only a small
bulge in the side of her jacket. She sampled a few Pick-And-Mix
candies from a display, the wrappers and a few caramels going into
her pocket. Feeling sure no one was watching, she palmed two
full-sized chocolate bars and slipped them in behind, for
later.

It wasn't really stealing, after all. Big
companies didn't go hungry. Unlike people.

In front of her a dad pushed young children
in a cart as he consulted his list. He looked a little like her
real father; Camille angrily brushed away a tear that shouldn't
have surfaced.

Since she’d run away--since the night her
new stepfather, reeking of Irish whiskey, had stumbled into her
unicorn-themed bedroom--her life had taken on a completely
different shape. At the very moment when Jimmy Cline had launched
himself onto her and the unthinkable began happening, she'd
realized several truths. First, she couldn’t fight him; second, her
mother would choose Viagra Jim over Camille anyway, as she'd made
quite clear when Camille had tried to talk some sense into her
about not marrying a man she'd just met through the Internet;
third, if she went to Child Protective Services or told the school
counselor, the family would ultimately end up demonizing Camille
for "putting everyone through this," especially with her mother's
fondness for claiming Camille was a pathological liar; and last and
worst of all, that she couldn’t tolerate it even one more time.

Suddenly the National Merit scholarship her
late daddy had started her working towards didn't matter.
Vocabulary words were meaningless. Everything she had counted on
was wrong. All at once she'd understood the meaning of the
buzz-term "paradigm shift," because her own paradigm had damn well
shifted into overdrive even before he'd rolled his bulk off her.
Nothing mattered but getting away. After that, her eyes were like
telescopes, seeing only what was far away from America's
Heartland.

She was learning to refocus.

Speaking of focus, here she was out of
focus--in fact, she felt invisible. Nobody met her gaze or let
their own linger on her. Bold with confidence, she decided to take
a chance on some smokes.

Nonchalantly she parked her basket in the
longest checkout line. The cigarettes were protected by a plastic
shield, but someone had already unlocked it. It was easy enough to
slide it back with one hand and grab a couple of packs of the
closest brand. As she curled her hand around them, she studied the
headlines of the tabloids intently. Then she whirled to face the
person behind her, pasting on an expression of sudden realization.
"I forgot the bread. You go ahead in front of me. I'll just leave
my basket to one side, okay?"

"Sure." A pale older man wearing a Mickey
Rat tie and pin-on hair nodded, happy to push his basket ahead of
hers as she slid it out of the way.

"I'll be right back." Camille shot him her
most beguiling little-girl smile as she wheeled and trotted down
the closest aisle.

Almost home free. She doubled back through
canned vegetables and headed for the exit. Only another few yards
to daylight. Her foot had nearly touched the mat that activated the
automatic door when she felt a heavy hand fall on her shoulder.

"Haven't you forgotten something?" came a
baritone voice behind her.

Camille stiffened reflexively at the
uninvited touch. Hastily putting on an innocent, clueless-kid
expression, she turned.

A store detective? Who'd've thought a
rinky-dink place like this even had one?

He was actually semi-good looking. His
chestnut hair was in the rumpled style that everybody on MTV
currently wore, and his dark blue eyes were flecked with gold. He
had a smooth complexion unmarred by scars or zits, and that touch
of stubble was just enough to be sexy. He wore a flannel shirt and
tight jeans, both of which showed bulges in all the right places.
He sure didn't look like security to Camille, but in another sense
of the word, he very much did.

"Okay, missy, you'll have to come with me."
Before she could protest, he had her hands trapped behind her back,
both wrists encircled in his long thin fingers. He led her up a
half-flight of stairs to an office behind the customer service
booth.

It was an airless little room with no other
exits. A one-way picture window overlooked the store, perfect for
undetected observation. He positioned her on the far side of a
metal desk, kicked the door closed behind him, sat in a rickety
swivel chair, and swung around so his back was to the door, almost
all in one motion.

His moves seemed choreographed, making her
think of one of those Irish dancers. How many shoplifters did this
dinky burg get? Maybe he'd rehearsed for hours just hoping to get a
chance to try that out. And to call somebody "Missy."

It was useless to try to make it past him
and through the door. And she didn't feel like getting tackled,
even by a good-looking guy, not unless it was for a different
reason. She should've made a break for it the moment he challenged
her, but he'd caught her off guard.

Shit! How had she screwed up so badly? She
should never have tried for the cigarettes--that had been not just
risky, but stupid. She must still be dull and dim from sleeping so
fitfully on the damn bus. Well, now her guard was up big-time, and
he wouldn't best her again.

His name tag said Lance, no last name
(unless that was his last name), and that he was grocery manager.
Come on, a manager? He looked hardly older than she was. Maybe
eighteen, if that.

He crossed his arms and surveyed her.
"What's your name, kiddo? How old are you, anyway? You can tell me
while you dump out that backpack."

Thank God the dragon was in her pocket.
Maybe she could finesse this after all.

Nothing in her inventory would reveal much,
she hoped: journal, teddy bear, MP3 player, the set of colored
pencils and sketchbook that she'd gotten for her sweet-sixteenth
birthday three months ago, sewing kit with scissors, first-aid kit
out of her mother's Caddy's glove compartment, her late daddy's
pocketknife and his dog tags (different last name from her mother
now, so no worries there, even if he thought to make the
connection), flashlight, mini photo album, that coin purse she'd
found on the bus, and her makeup bag with the usual girly
necessities. And of course the remnants of her vast wardrobe: one
pair of cutoffs, three wrinkled T-shirts, four changes of
underwear, two sad-looking pairs of socks, four orange kerchiefs
currently tied to form a halter top, and spare jeans that were
getting a little loose. Everything else she'd thought to bring had
been in the gym bag that some lowlife had ripped off when she'd
turned her head at the last bus station.

He inspected everything briefly. "Okay,
empty your pockets onto the desk and then turn them inside-out for
me."

This sucked.

She couldn't figure out how to sneak the
dragon up her sleeve with him watching. But if she did what he
asked, he probably wouldn't frisk her. Silently she pulled out the
contents of her pockets and tossed them onto the desktop.

If only there were some way she could hold
out, hide the netsuke. But if she did and he actually ended up
shaking her down and finding it, he'd know it was special, maybe
even say it was stolen and confiscate it. Her only hope was the
Purloined Letter tactic, hiding it in plain sight. She slid it out
along with the apple, assorted candy wrappers, and pocket lint, and
pretended not to be worried as it clanked onto the desktop.

Glancing up at her periodically, he spent a
minute shuffling the candy bars, empty wrappers, and her
miscellaneous treasures around, evidently examining them to see
what had come from the store--or checking out what might be
valuable, perhaps things he'd claim for himself. Camille kept
quiet, mostly because she'd learned that sudden verbal outbursts
were, in general, more damaging than silence. When he handled the
dragon, a virtual lizard ran up her breastbone. A lizard with icy
toes.

Her Choctaw blood--as well-concealed as it
was by the peachy complexion and impish features she’d inherited
from her Irish father--had spoken to her early this morning when
she’d come across that "toy" dragon. Her hand had brushed it as she
rifled Phil's pockets for small useful things he might not miss,
and the power within it made itself known. It told her it was
special. She knew it was a netsuke because her favorite teacher
last year had let her do an extra-credit project on Japan. They
were sometimes valuable, but there was a chance he wouldn't realize
that.

The netsuke sat a little aside from the
other items, as though it were a magnet repelled by the wrong pole
of another. Lance must've noticed her watching. He cupped his palm
over it and caught her gaze, then half-smiled.

A thrill of anxiety ran down her spine. When
it reached her butt, it turned around and scooted right back up to
the roots of her hair. Her intuition screamed that Lance most
definitely should keep his hands off.

If he felt a prickle, he didn't let on. It
was apparent, though, that he could see it was expensive, a
collector's item. Like the stuff wealthy people kept in display
cases. It probably wasn't a museum piece, but its soft patina
suggested a minimum of handling by previous owners.

The netsuke was of a traditional Japanese
subject, a dragon coiled around the sacred pearl of wisdom. The
dragon was intricately carved, and its inlaid red glass eyes--maybe
garnets, surely not rubies, even as small as they were--looked like
expensive jewels. In the sunlight they'd seemed to have an inner
glow, but under the flat fluorescents overhead, they were dull and
dead. Still, the dragon's expression was cunning, not whimsical.
Camille preferred not to look it directly in the eyes, which she
admitted was silly, but it creeped her out a little if she stared
at it very long.

Her stomach knotted up as he held her gaze.
Any minute now, she figured he'd casually slip the curled dragon
into his pocket. He could do anything while they were alone in
here, then say she was mistaken or lying.

But he took his hand away without actually
grasping the dragon. His smile broadened. "Can you tell me why you
thought we were running a serve-yourself charity?"

The gift of blarney that had smoothed her
way forever failed her for the first time in a long time. "Samples
are supposed to be free." It came out a sulky mumble.

"But this ain't about the samples, is it?
You know these candy bars are not samples. The cigarettes,
neither." He paused a second, not long enough to give Camille a
chance to talk. "You don't even look old enough to be legally
buying cigarettes." She supposed that, at sixteen, she wasn't.
"I'll give you a break. If you'll let me call your parents, I can
let you off with a warning and an admonition not to come back into
this store for two years."

An admonition--now there was an SAT
vocabulary list word for you; he'd pronounced it as if he were
sounding it out in front of the class. That was fine with her.
Except for the calling her mother part, which wasn't happening.

She wasn't going back.

Why did people always ask about her parents?
Despite the makeup, adults always thought she was about fourteen
instead of two years older. It had to be because she was so
short--an inch and a half too tall to qualify for the Little People
of America--although the wispy blonde hair in the pixie cut and a
certain Audrey Hepburn-ish gamine quality didn't help. How could
she make people understand that not only was she too old to need
parents, but also that the ones she had were not her advocates?
Obviously, they were all better off without one another. And foster
care, she'd heard, could be as bad or worse.

Still, there was no use reasoning with this
guy. The more she said, the more ammunition he'd have, and the more
likely that some chance remark would get her into trouble.

Lucky he hadn't patted her down, or else he
might've found one of her picture IDs. She kept two sewn in the
inside back hem of the denim jacket, accessible by a hidden snap.
Used to be three, until she'd had to bail on an ID situation that
went bad. Just as well that one was gone, because she never could
remember to answer to the name "Judy Church." She'd gotten the IDs
done back in junior high, for going to bars with her friends, but
she still looked pretty much like the pictures. Except maybe for
the hair. And the breasts. And the makeup: she didn't wear that
much any more.

These days she tried to avoid situations
where she'd be forced to show an ID. It was always best to remain
just another non-face in the crowd.

Her silence seemed to bother ol'
Lance-a-lot. His face took on a look of consternation.

"Are you a runaway?" His gaze ran up and
down her, taking in the mended green T-shirt, worn denim, and
backpack. "Your parents must be worried sick."

Her "parents" were sick, all right, but they
weren't worried. She restrained herself from vocalizing the
thought.

"Come on, work with me here." He spread his
hands like the school counselors always did, as though he were the
King of Reason, and she just needed to Listen To Reason. "Maybe if
you'll talk to me, it won't go so rough on you."

"If you'll just work with me on this"--where
had she heard THAT before? That was a trick, because once you gave
them your half of the Mizpah charm, they'd go "Aha!" and screw you
over. Anything she said could be used against her, and always was.
Her arms rose unbidden to cross over her chest; here she went
again, she knew she was copping an attitude with him--and even
though she knew she was doing it, she just couldn't control
herself. Silence was the only defense.

His hazel stare put hers on lockdown. She
tried not to look defiant, but it was tough, because his eyes also
held a challenge, and that was something she could seldom resist.
After waiting a few moments for a response, he said, "I'm going to
ask you one last time for your name."

Camille still didn't know whether to tell
him one of her aliases, make something else up, or what. She took a
breath, but it came right back out as a noise of exasperation,
along with what she was thinking. "Why do you need it? Don't you
have one of your own?" That had popped out unedited, and it didn't
sound witty the way she'd expected, just nasty.

Lance matched her sigh and swept her stuff
off the desk into a plastic grocery sack. "OK, have it your way.
According to our policy, now I have to call the police."

Her heart sped up. She didn't need a police
record--even a juvie, a juvenile record. Fighting down panic and
nausea, she managed to put on an expression of complete disdain and
the voice of Mrs. Mischen, her English teacher. "Surely that won't
be necessary over a couple of candy bars and an apple. You've
gotten it all back, so the store really hasn't lost anything." She
felt like offering to vomit up the food samples so as to return
them, but she needed to seem humble. Mrs. Mischen's voice abandoned
her as she blurted out, "And the two-year ban is a done deal. You
can be damn sure I won't ever come back."

He paused, hand on the doorknob. "Don't you
feel bad about what you've done?"

She shrugged. She felt stupid for pushing it
with the cigarettes; they hadn't been essential, and to pull that
at the last minute was reckless, like screaming, "Catch me." But
that was all. She couldn't bring herself to lie with her body
language, though it might help her case.

Wordlessly he opened the door and breezed
out as if he knew all the answers.

He couldn't buy her a ticket for a guilt
trip that easily. Okay, sure, she felt bad about having been
caught, but did she really feel the Catholic guilt she would have
way back when?

Theft for survival went into its own
compartment, like other aspects of her new lifestyle. She had a few
little twinges, but nothing like the way she would've felt last
year. When her daddy died, so had something inside her. At first
people told her "time will heal," but as the distance grew, the
whatever-she'd-been didn't regenerate. It was easier, she found, to
stay numb than to fight the pain. By now, she didn't want to
re-awaken.

At that Charismatic church her mother had
insisted on joining after they left All Saints (the priest had said
something less than tactful about her quickie Vegas remarriage),
the Sunday school crowd used to admonish her to put on the armor of
God. But Camille was still angry at God for taking her daddy. She'd
found it possible instead to put on the armor of not giving a
crap.

It did concern her that she couldn't pray
fluently, and that most of the prayers she attempted soon ran out
of steam. It was like there was some kind of block--like even God
disapproved of her and they weren't speaking. Furthermore, the
armor of not caring didn't always work. Right now the pit of her
stomach was juggling ice cubes. She didn't deserve to be in this
situation, shouldn't have to forage for crumbs.

She wasn't wicked, not in her own
estimation. Hadn't done anything that bad even in the eyes of the
Church, at least nothing that couldn't be forgiven. She hadn't
become a porn star or pole dancer, just someone who might have to
trade a few sexual favors for a ride and a roof overhead, and she
still considered herself a technical virgin because she'd never
gone all the way yet (Viagra Boy Jimmy had been too drunk, thank
God, and Phil seemingly too honorable) but she knew that didn't
mean there wouldn't be a next time. She needed to cut down on
stealing, and she didn't ever want to be reduced to turning tricks.
But what else could a runaway do who couldn't work construction?
With the exception of a certain seedy type of truck stop, you
couldn’t even get a job waiting tables without showing a Social
Security card and having a working local phone number.

All she could do now was wait, cross-armed,
in the airless office. Saying he had to call the authorities had
been a tactical error on Lance's part, she mused, because if he'd
really wanted to know her name, he'd have said he wouldn't call the
cops if she'd tell. And if he'd felt like negotiating, he could've
easily taken advantage of her while they were in the office alone.
Forgetting for the moment, of course, that one couldn't "take
advantage of" the willing. Either she didn't appeal to him, or he
seriously thought she was jailbait. Or he was one of those
rule-mongers with a stick up his butt who wouldn't think of
stepping on a crack because it was Against Our Policy.

He wasn't that cute. His loss.

She counted to a hundred after his footsteps
faded away, then inspected the office. There were no video cameras
in here that she could see. She rattled the doorknob, but he'd
locked her in.

Damnation. If these small-town beacons of
morality decided to put a scare into her, especially if her
clueless female parent had put her on some list of missing minors,
she might need to be bailed out. Maybe she could get Philip to
rescue her in exchange for the return of his luckpiece. Her gaze
fell on an ancient black dial phone that sat sulking on the
desk.

A dial phone. Did those things still even
work?

Philip Powers basically remained a stranger,
a lonely older man who'd wanted a temporary travel companion for
solace. They had been symbiotically using each other, not friends,
and she shouldn't have traveled as far with him as she had. It had
been nice for a couple of weeks to sleep all night in a motel in a
real bed, not in a shelter or on the street. From all indications,
he'd apparently expected her to stick with him for a while longer.
But he hadn't seemed in any hurry to go west, and had even taken
them on this costly detour into Oklahoma and Texas, despite saying
he was headed to California just like she was. And even though she
felt safe with him--because weirdly enough he hadn't tried to pull
any sexual moves, even with them sleeping in the same bed--she'd
caught him several times gazing at her with hungry eyes, and it was
unnerving. Sort of eerie. Really nerve-wracking, when you got right
down to it.

She'd known it was time to move on. Besides,
Phil hadn't fed her enough to keep a flea full, saying she should
watch her weight, though she suspected he was just a tightwad as
well as a control freak. So she'd sneaked away as he slept because
she hadn't known how else to leave; she took what she figured he
owed her out of his wallet, which was only fair. And, of course,
the netsuke as a keepsake, because at heart she liked him. She'd
started doing that with some of the guys she met, without really
knowing why.

She didn't consider it stealing, not really.
She wasn't into taking just anything, picking up "screwvenirs," as
she'd heard the more crass of the street girls call it, and she
didn't take expensive things that'd be easy to hock. It was a form
of commemoration or remembrance, a bedpost-notch on some spiritual
level that she didn't want to examine too closely.

In fact, since she'd been on the streets,
she'd found it way simpler just to do things as they occurred to
her and not think all the time, not analyze stuff so much. They'd
taught the so-called "value" of deep thinking in school, but so far
it hadn't served her too well on the street. She'd leave the
analysis to brainheads like her stepfather. Of course, Jimmy Cline
only imagined himself a genius. He was more like an accidental
collection of spinal cord reflexes connected to a pull-string that
could say a few stock phrases. Like a talking action figure, some
old GI Joe.

Philip's cell number itched inside her
fingers. Even though he might've already missed his little trinket
and could be none too happy with her, she picked up the
receiver.

No dialtone. Crap! No wonder Lance'd had to
go fetch instead of simply calling the heat. She'd hoped he was
just faking her out and would return alone with a different kind of
offer for her freedom.

She shouldn't've pulled the attitude. She
should've controlled herself. She should've tried to cut a deal.
Man, she was slow on the uptake today.

Mr. Authority had been gone awhile, and
nobody seemed to be keeping tabs on her. They already had her as a
thief; well, any sensible thief ought to check the desk for cash.
Sure, it was lowering herself to their level, but hey, rules
sometimes got bent, broken, or shattered. Her stepfather sure as
hell didn't obey the rules, and look where it had gotten him.

She moved around to the kneehole to examine
possibilities.

Just as she was about to start jerking
drawers open, the office door cracked. Lance was back, with a real
cop in tow. A skinny young officer with buck teeth and greasy hair
who, without even discussing the charges against her, immediately
took charge of her. She read his plastic name tag as he got closer:
Grady Post.

Grinning, Officer Post drawled, "Don't look
so scared, little lady. I won't handcuff ya if ya promise not to
give me no trouble."

Oh, God, a true-life, pure-D authentic
redneck.

"I won't, I promise." She made rounded
little-girl-innocent eyes. During her short time on the streets,
she'd confirmed that some guys let down their guard when they
thought you were a stupid kid. Sometimes it was good to look a
little young.

A clipboard hung from his belt by a chain.
He pulled it up and took a look at the front page. "Need to fill
out the paperwork first. Got any ID?"

Before she could react, Lance reached into
the grocery bag hanging off his arm, pulled out a plastic card, and
handed it to the cop.

She'd completely forgotten about that
library card. Apparently, Lance had found it in that cheap vinyl
change purse. Of course it wasn't hers. She'd found it on the bus,
stuck down between the seats. She'd intended to track down Pauline
Schwendinger somehow and return the purse, although she'd been
forced to use a couple of the quarters here and there. Taking from
a fellow working-class bus rider was different from ripping off a
corporation. But of course a library card wasn't like a credit
card, so she hadn't worried about finding the woman right away.

Well, she hadn't lied to them. They'd made a
mistake in identifying her, and she simply didn't bother to pipe up
and correct them. A subtle distinction, but a distinction.

Lance passed the grocery bag containing the
contents of Camille's pockets to the policeman. "Shall we go?" He
offered her his arm as though they were about to descend Jezebel's
spiral staircase into the grand ballroom.

She glanced over at the officer. The act
seemed to be OK with him, and he was already at work writing up
some form or another, so she linked her arm with Lance's. His
jacket smelled like beer, and close up his breath was scented of
clove gum.

Solemnly the two men escorted her through
the store, as if they were the lost scout patrol. She suspected
Lance deliberately paraded her past every customer on the
roundabout route he took to the front, but she decided that might
be her imagination.

"Good luck," Lance said, handing her off to
the cop, who led her to the cruiser at the curb. At least she
thought Lance had directed the luck her way and not the cop's.

The cop put her in the front passenger seat,
which Camille knew they sometimes did when they flew solo. He held
her head down as she ducked to get into the car, and he kept his
hand there just a bit too long; then he started sliding it softly
down her neck, all the way down to her bra hooks. Could a person,
purely by accident, pop her bra?

He also brushed her breasts harder than
necessary as he reached across in front and buckled her up. "Sorry
to have to take ya in," he said, "but if they wave us over, we've
got to take 'em seriously. Otherwise we wouldn't get no more free
doughnuts, now, would we?"

She smiled. "No hard feelings. You're just
doing your job."

"Ought to have just let you go with a
warning. Wasn't no use making such a big deal out of it, you ask
me. But then nobody ast me."

He tossed the sack of personal possessions
across her into his seat and walked around to his side. While he
was occupied, she slid her hand into the bag. Her fingers closed
around the dragon. She'd have liked to retrieve her pocket knife,
too, but Dudley Do-Right already had his hand on the door handle
when she glanced up. She snatched her hand away and stuffed it into
her back pocket along with the dragon. She pretended she was
scratching an itch on her butt as he climbed into the car.

As he started the cruiser, the radio came to
life. He checked in with the dispatcher and made more notes on his
clipboard. The radio talked to him a couple more times, mostly with
static and a distorted voice reciting numbers, but apparently
nothing that he needed to respond to.

He got on the highway headed straight north
out of town. She was sure he was going the wrong direction, not
towards the downtown she'd seen. After a couple of minutes, he
exited, and she was fairly sure they were looping around the city.
Could he be lost? She figured the danger of pointing out an error
to a cop was outweighed by the possibility of ending up getting
dragged along on his next call, to something terrifying like a
lockdown at the high school.

She cleared her throat and piped up. "I
thought I saw the station house on the town square."

"We're bound for county sheriff's
headquarters. They're a lot tougher on juvenile offenders like
you." He grinned into the rear view at himself and then shot her a
look (one that was more like a leer) and kept driving.

Camille clamped her mouth closed on a dozen
questions. Strange vibes filled the air, and she got the feeling he
was going to make a move on her. It was always best to beat them to
it. After all, she understood the rules of the road; the price of a
ride on a Big Rig was usually "grass, gas, or ass."

About a mile later, when the strip malls
stopped and fields lined both sides of the road, Camille made her
play. "So I guess there's no chance we could work something out
here, is there? I mean, since you don't really feel I ought to have
been taken into custody, and frankly, neither do I. Maybe we could
take care of this and have a little fun to boot." She racked her
brain for any knowledge of such situations, all of which was taken
from television cop shows. "I know how to treat a fellow
right."

The young patrolman's buck teeth displayed
brightly as his bony face split into a grin. "And now just what
might that mean, little lady?"

She smiled back. "You look like a smart
fella. I think you can figure it out."

He pulled over, sending a shower of gravel
under the tires. Wedging the cop car between two trees, he set his
radar gun on the windowsill, as if he were setting up a casual
speed trap. Without saying anything more, he unzipped and pushed
her head down. He stank like old sweat socks and grime. And cheap,
expired Roquefort.

Lucky thing she'd bought all those "thumb"
lollipops to practice on.

Afterward, as she straightened up and
reached for a tissue out of a box on the cluttered dashboard, he
giggled. "Buckle up again. They'll be wondering why I ain't checked
in, and we're overdue at the sheriff's."

"What?" Camille clutched the tissue in her
fist. She dabbed at her face, feeling it heating up even more than
it already had. "I thought . . . I mean." She felt a wave of
nausea, but it was only partly because of his general grossness.
"That wasn't the agreement. I thought we had a bargain here."

He grinned like Bucky the Bastardly Beaver.
"I didn't exactly say that, now, did I?"

Anger welled up in her along with the tears.
"You knew that was the deal. You had to know."

"Can't help you now." He shrugged, adjusting
the rear view mirror. "Your paperwork's already started, and these
forms are numbered in order. I can't just tear one up, now can I?"
Turning to her, he winked. "I've seen prisoners cry no telling how
many times, so it's not going to do you any good. Ya may as well
settle down and handle it like the grown-up woman you've just
proven you are. Red eyes ain't becoming to nobody. Ya don't want
your mug shot to be unflattering." He started the car, still
grinning as he tucked himself back in with his free hand.

With supreme effort, she controlled herself
rather than engaging him in further pointless conversation. She
wished she'd pulled a Garp and bitten it off, only that would have
been too disgusting. Was there still time to do something to hurt
him? He deserved it. The hand of justice, indeed. If there were any
justice, he'd be struck by a bolt from above.

The sky remained clear.

He was heading back into town. So he'd been
angling for an interlude with her in the first place--or maybe had
intended to rape her; he probably was thinking she got off easy.
And now he was hauling her back to the pig vault. That was doubly
infuriating.

She became aware of a different pain in the
ass--actually, a pain in her back pocket. And that one wasn't just
metaphorical. What the hell? She must've sat back down on
something, maybe part of the seat belt, or it could be some of the
loose crap he had floating around in this junkhole. He ought to
clean out this car. She readjusted her butt, but got no relief.

"Ants in your pants? Or maybe you're just
horny after that performance." He laughed. "Get that seat belt on,
now, or I'll have to cuff ya."

As she reached for the shoulder harness, the
spot on her butt heated up even more. She pressed her buttock
gently against the seat, as casually as she could, and suddenly
realized the source had to be the netsuke. She felt its
branding-iron imprint on her skin.

Unable to stand it any longer, she reached
around to grab the spot. The dragon had heated up like a
firecracker. She didn't need it literally blistering her butt. As
soon as her hand got near it, it seemed to jump to her palm, as if
magnetized. It flowed into the shape of the inside of her fist, yet
without softening. The dragon instantly suctioned onto her flesh,
but wasn't burning her.

Camille wasn't sure how to use the--well,
the only word for it was MAGIC, even though the very idea of a
"magic dragon" was completely lame and insane at the same time--but
she knew she had to control the forces that seethed just beneath
the surface, and fast. Because she could see what was coming next,
just from the look on Grady's face.

He grabbed for her wrists. "Oh, no, you
don't." He seemed to think she was going for a weapon. If only she
had one. She balled both hands into fists so he wouldn't guess as
easily which one he ought to pry open.

It took him only a second to pull onto the
shoulder. He circled her wrists in one of his meaty paws and
started getting his cuffs off his belt with the other hand. "We'll
have to do things the hard way."

She'd never had claustrophobia, but the
thought of her wrists being confined panicked her. She couldn't
stand to have her hands tied. Plus, the dragon was warming up
again, so she needed to drop it into her pack or purse where he
couldn't get at it. Preferably before it burned her hand. That
thought gave her a rush of strength.

She flailed at him and kicked, connecting
with his kneecap with a satisfying crack. He screwed up his face
and turned redder, jerking at the cuffs, which seemed to be stuck
on his belt.

They struggled, tossing each other back and
forth in the seat. He was a lot stronger, and even with the boost
she got from sheer adrenaline, he was winning. She jerked her head
away, but he used his elbow to bash her face into the dashboard.
Her right cheek caught the brunt of the blow. Anger shot through
her like a million comets, and her hipbone burned with their
fire.

Her left hand suddenly pulled free. Her fist
came up like a shield. She brandished it at him. "Drop dead, you
bastard," she shouted, pain searing her cheekbone.

He made a sound that at first seemed like a
laugh, but quickly turned guttural. Twisting, he gave her a look of
absolute incredulity as his grip loosened. She caught her breath as
she watched the folding of space around him, a blue haze
surrounding his body like one of those auras that her cousin Dixie
used to claim she could see around every living thing. It seemed he
might pop out of 3-D space like a paper doll off the page.
Impossible as it was, she halfway expected him to disappear or
disintegrate into a cloud of orange dust.

Then everything stopped.

Time shimmered and froze; she experienced
the scent of magnolias and the taste of oysters, but with the wrong
senses. It was as if she had synaesthesia: her sensory inputs
passed through crossed cables and caused reactions from the sense
organs not usually associated with them, and her mental wires
twisted and sparked. She heard a flash of blue sparkles and saw a
thunderclap, though the sky was clear.

After an undefined interval of not-time,
reality came back. She could almost feel the jerk as time started
to flow again, like when the film catches on the sprockets and the
movie goes forward. The accompanying sense of unreality abruptly
lifted, leaving her clammy and damp with perspiration. Her heart
hammered like a frenzied construction worker. She blinked a couple
of times to make sure everything was back, including herself.

Grady was slumped in the seat, his
expression broadcasting his confusion. He released her wrists, his
hands dropping into his lap as his head rolled forward. Suddenly
limp, he fell frontward, draped over the wheel.

# # #

To wish someone dead and then suddenly have
it come true was a damned sobering experience.

He couldn't be dead. Just as she reached
over to poke him, he began tumbling sideways towards her, head
lolling. Hastily she propped him up so his gun wouldn't go off or
something. Touching him was creeping her out, though he wasn't
cold. Her head pounded as her heartbeat raced. He seemed totally
inert, like a bag of sand. Or a worn-out Beanie Baby.

Had she caused this? What had she done? More
to the point, how had she done it?

She opened her left hand. The dragon's eyes
winked in the sun, then faded, so quickly she couldn't be certain
she hadn't imagined it. It was cool to the touch. Before she had
time to think too much about it, she stuffed it back into her
pocket.

She checked for a pulse on his neck the way
doctors did on TV shows. When she wasn't sure she felt anything
more than her own finger throbbing, she felt panic rising in her
chest again. She dug her powder compact out of her makeup kit in
the bag at his feet and tried the breath-in-the-mirror trick. A
hint of steam fogged the glass; suddenly she could get her breath
again.

She'd really freaked for a second there.
He'd merely passed out. Maybe he'd touched the radar gun with the
cuffs and shocked himself senseless. Yeah, that had to be it.
Although she'd never heard of anyone being electrocuted that way.
Plus, she hadn't felt a thing, and she'd always heard that anyone
who touched somebody who fell on a live wire would bring the charge
over to themselves.

He'd probably wake up soon on his own, she
hoped, because she had no first-aid training and no idea what to
try. Besides, she needed to get out of there. Her stomach was in
knots. Her cheek smarted. The blistered area on her tailbone felt
slightly numb. And she didn't feel too comfy with what'd just gone
down. "At least I wasn't tempted to take any souvenirs from this
town," she said aloud, and managed to bark out a laugh.

Denial made it less scary. This never
happened. Rummaging in the property bag, she pulled out her
kerchief top and wrapped the cloth around her hand. Anywhere that
she thought she might've touched, including his shiny-cheap belt
buckle, she quickly wiped down. The car didn't have one of those
vidcams like in the big cities, or at least not one she could
identify. Maybe she could just . . . disappear.

Once she'd scuffed away her prints, she
managed to get hold of the release on his side that opened the
passenger door. No way could she clamber over him out the driver's
side. Fiddling with the release, she finally heard the lock click
open.

Her legs trembled as she staggered onto the
asphalt. Shaking and quivering, she threw up just outside the
car.

His radio woke up, emitting a burst of
muffled talk riddled with numeric codes. They might be calling him.
Since he couldn't answer, they'd get very interested, very
quickly.

The road was deserted; not a truck had
passed by that she'd noticed. The patrol car shielded her from the
road. That still didn't make her safe.

Shivering, Camille started running parallel
to the highway, desperate to hitch anywhere.
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'Tis a Greek invocation, to call fools

into a circle. I'll go sleep, if I can;

if I cannot, I'll rail against all the

first-born of Egypt.

(As You Like It, Act II, Scene v)

 


Philip Guzman Powers--not his real name, of
course; a sorcerer must let no one know his True Name, save his
personal demons--stirred between the motel sheets, feeling
overheated.

He came to awareness blinking, finding the
thin, scratchy blanket pulled up to his chin. The covers were
tucked around him like a bunting around a baby. It was something he
never did even in sleep; the girl must've swaddled him up. Being
too warm made him logy and slow to wake, which he hated.

His head felt strange inside; he realized
with the next breath he drew that something was seriously wrong.
With a growing sense of unease, he forced himself to
consciousness.

He patted the hollow on the other side of
the mattress and realized the bimbo was gone.

Immediately he knew that she wasn't all that
was missing.

Jerking his pants off the side chair, he
felt the hollow of the dragon's absence. He stuck his hand in each
pocket and nearly broke the bottom stitches out. Empty.

He leaped out of bed and started frantically
pulling everything out of his suitcase. Where could he have put it?
The dragon was always in his pants pocket.

There was only one answer, and not a good
one.

How far could she have gotten? She hadn't
just run to the ice machine. Checking his wallet, he discovered her
further theft. Not enough missing that she might've blown it on a
plane ticket, but still. She'd said--kept insisting--she was headed
for frickin' California.

He'd gone along with it as a ruse to keep
her around. What luck, he'd thought, running across a street kid
who was still a virgin; he'd made sure she stayed that way so when
the time came, her sacrifice would raise more power. He'd figured
her for a typical teen airhead, and she hadn't shown any sign of
proving him wrong. Now he realized how badly he must've
underestimated her.

Naked save for the boxers he'd slept in, he
started building a makeshift altar on the room's tottery round
table. Tracking her should be easy; she couldn't have had time to
get that far yet, not with the nearest airport miles away.
Searching for the lighter to get the altar candles going, he paused
to check the silk drawstring bag where he kept everything
important. He was relieved to find his athamé and other magickal
tools. She wasn't trained, then. Their hook-up hadn't been a setup
from another magicker. Or had it?

On a piece of paper, he scribbled her name,
Deedra Simmons. He crumpled the paper into the brazier and touched
a candle to it. It flared up in a bright, brief flame.

It'd be simpler if she hadn't gotten out of
range. When he got close enough to her, the dragon would call him
to itself. That was how he'd become associated with it in the first
place; it had plans for him, big plans. But its sphere of
influence, as yet, was only a couple of miles.

He should've taken more precautions. He
wondered why he hadn't, how he'd allowed himself to let his guard
down. For that matter, he should've known something was amiss when
she'd agreed to travel with him, a cute young vixen like that who
was universally assumed to be his daughter until--at this very
motel--she'd grinned and kissed him on the mouth as they were
checking in. That should've served as a warning that she was
getting ready to screw him over, but he'd been too tired from the
long drive and had just shrugged at the bored desk clerk.

It hadn't been attraction, he knew. He
harbored no illusions about his Cary Grant-ness: he was balding,
with short sparse hair and long ears that stuck out of it, which
had earned him the nickname "Wing Nut." He was ruddy, somewhat
Italian-looking, but actually a Greek by lineage, despite the
Hispanic surname he'd adopted as a middle name. He wasn't much like
Hercules. All right, he was chunky, even dumpy.

She hadn't been just an opportunistic street
urchin taking advantage of a lonely salesman to get a free ride for
a while. She'd been after the dragon.

No; he took a few deep cleansing breaths.
She couldn't have been. She couldn't have known. If she were a
magicker, he'd have sensed it. His intuition would've unmasked her.
Only a loser could miss the signs.

And he wasn't a loser by any measure. He was
a successful traveling salesman in mundane life, on the road more
days of the year than not; Bitsy didn't care, her time being well
occupied by her church and club activities and her golfing. They
had no children. He got his sex from transients and young hookers.
His wife preferred it that way. Tacitly their agreement was just
don't bring home any diseases, not that she would have any risk of
catching them, just that she didn't want to deal with taking care
of him if he made a fatal miscalculation.

The candles were blazing, the girl's name in
the ashtray almost engulfed. When it turned to ash, he'd have his
answer--which direction she'd headed--depending on its color.

He pulled on last night's shirt and his
shoulder holster under his gray jacket; he clicked a round into the
Ruger. Very soon, he'd teach that little blonde whore who she was
dealing with.

# # #

Camille made it to the stand of trees at the
edge of the highway before she had to stop running. Dazed, she
leaned over and grasped her knees for support while she caught her
breath. She felt as if she'd run a marathon instead of only a few
yards from the police cruiser.

What in the HELL had just happened? That
hadn't been HER. Her pain . . . her anger . . . her deep sense of
needing this not to be happening . . . or some other combination of
emotions had triggered something, called on some force outside of
her. Yet the power hadn't been something she herself had called or
called upon. It hadn't passed through her the way it would have if
she were a natural witch, or whatever they were called these days.
Was she possessed by the Devil? She didn't want to go to Hell. She
wanted to see her dad, her granny, and her dogs again, and they
were definitely among the angels.

Once again she tried to pray, but words
wouldn't form.

She shook her head, tears flying out of her
eyes. She couldn't feel guilty. She wouldn't burden herself with
the responsibility for this, with the knowledge that she'd
triggered whatever had happened. Besides, there was no time to
stand around contemplating metaphysics and shit. She had to get
away from here before she was accused of . . . assault? Battery?
Resisting arrest, at minimum. And if he died . . . she didn't want
to think about it. She wouldn't.

No telling how soon they'd be putting out an
APB on her.

She couldn't plan like she had to if she
started thinking about . . . that. She'd put it away in a
compartment in her mind, as she had her father's death, as she did
so many aspects of her new way of life. Denial, as learned at her
mother's knee, was the only way to cope.

Where was she, exactly? Not too far outside
of town, but she wasn't sure she should risk going back into East
Buttcheek. She remembered from family road trips down to the Gulf
of Mexico that Texas was paved with a multitude of tiny towns. At
least it was on any two-lane highway that paralleled a railroad.
The railroads had come through first, and then towns were built
around the depots. Her dad had pointed out that these hamlets were
about seven miles apart, because the old steam engines had to stop
for water every fourteen miles; that meant they needed a station
every seven miles, with the first station servicing trains going
one way and the next servicing trains going the other way. Since
the age of steam had ended, most of the towns that didn't develop
other industry had shrunk down to a cluster of houses, a church,
and maybe a post office if they had their own Zip codes. Could she
make it seven miles north down this two-lane farm-to-market road to
the next ghost-town train stop? Her legs said they were too weak,
and she wasn't up to hitching.

She dried her cheeks on the sleeve of her
jacket, smelling the residue of her ex Jerry's stinky Chesterfields
that wouldn't wash out of the faded, graying denim. As reality set
in, she started to grasp that she had to look different, ASAP. Her
jeans jacket was reversible, with a flowered corduroy lining that
gave it a completely different look inside-out. Quickly she
shrugged it off and made the switch. She tied one of the orange
kerchiefs over her blonde head. It was as much disguise as she had
time for on the fly.

It was warming up, as Texas tended to do in
mid-June, but she felt just barely warm enough. In fact, if she let
herself think about her situation, she knew she'd start
shivering.

She remembered seeing a Rexall in the strip
mall they'd passed just outside of town, right before the pastures
started. Walking fast at first but forcing herself to a slower
pace, she started back toward town at the edge of the woods, along
the shoulder of the highway.

# # #

It took a while at that speed to reach the
drugstore, and she was sweaty when she got there. She took pains to
be the most unobtrusive customer that place probably ever saw. She
picked out the mousiest color of temporary hair dye that had less
than a quarter-inch of dust on the frayed cardboard top, meaning it
might be a little newer and more potent. "Sun-kissed Chestnut" it
would be. Bought lawfully this time, because she couldn't trust
herself to get away with anything. Besides, when you asked Heaven
for protection, you had to play by the rules.

The netsuke was heavy in her pocket. And
although she felt it tugging at her to handle it, play with it,
fidget with it--or she imagined she did--that was where it would
stay, for now.

The service station clerk in the Texgas on
the corner was happy to give her the key to the restroom. She knew
she could bear the general filth she expected because she was only
going to use the sink. The sandwiches were never a good bet at a
gas station's mini-mart, but she picked up a couple of sacks of
corn chips, two packaged fried apple turnovers, two cold colas,
four packages of those construction-orange sandwich crackers with
peanut butter inside, and three packs of clove gum to stuff into
her backpack for the upcoming hike. She was careful to buy it all,
not even trying the hold-the-drink-below-counter-level trick to get
a free cola. But she did pop an empty Styrofoam cup off the
GiganticGulp stack to make rinsing easier under the shallow sink
tap that she anticipated.

Inside the single-user restroom, the chrome
was a little rusty. And it could've smelled better, despite the
working fan. But the stink would be overpowered soon, if she knew
anything about haircolor.

In the mirror, she saw her cheekbone turning
black where she'd hit the steering wheel in the struggle with the
cop. Touching the area lightly, she winced. It must've been numbed
by the blow at first. Or the adrenaline rush had erased all other
signals, allowing only "flight" as an option.

Putting one hand to the back of her head,
she decided her "shag" length would have to be sacrificed. It'd
almost gotten to look like the old Brady Bunch Mom 'do. The
scissors in her sewing kit would serve for a trim.

The light bulbs in the "sconces" left over
from the late seventies were probably a total of twenty-five watts,
barely enough to squint by. She examined her handiwork in the
spotty mirror over the sink. Not the greatest haircut she'd ever
had, but different enough.

It was kind of ironic that she'd always
loved to act, and now she was getting to do it full-time, even
before landing in Hollyweird. It wasn't like she'd been Trula
Pureheart before, but still, when she looked in the mirror now, she
never knew who she was going to see next. To cope with the reality
of life on the streets, she so often had to be someone she wasn't,
put on different acts, take on different personas in order to
survive a situation until she could get somewhere else. If she
could just get there alive and in one piece.

She stripped down to her cotton bra and
panties, just in case this junk dripped. A full roll of those
flimsy brown paper towels sat on a metal shelf next to the soap
dispenser. She spread most of it around to catch spills. Never let
it be said she left places messier than she found them. On further
consideration, she made a poncho out of a double layer of paper to
keep the stains off her neck.

She pulled the plastic gloves off the back
of the instruction sheet and slipped them on, then mixed the
temporary hair color ("rinses out in three to five shampoos," yeah,
right; on hair like hers, bleached porous and crackly, it was more
likely to set up permanent housekeeping) and made the first part in
her hair. Squeezing the flimsy plastic bottle, she coated sections
and worked the goop to the ends methodically, trying to get even
coverage. This was tougher than it had looked when she'd watched
her mother doing touch-ups. At last she popped on the shower cap
that came with it and breathed a sigh of relief. The stuff had to
stay on for twenty minutes. And it hardly burned at all.

Now to take care of that bruise. Dumping the
contents of her makeup bag on the narrow counter, she set to work.
A lighter shade of foundation under her normal shade helped
camouflage the purpling area on her cheekbone. Luckily, she had
both the suntan and pre-suntan shades.

Voices approached the door. "And like, who
would put them on the same bill, anyway? I mean, the Homely Sluts
and Deathtöngue! One is a cappella and the other's some eighties
metal hair band!" The doorknob started rattling. "Hello? Is someone
in there?"

Camille froze. "Occupied," she called.

The knob rattled again. "We need to use the
bathroom really bad," said a deep male voice. "Now." When she
didn't answer, someone started kicking at the bottom of the
door.

Oh, God. What if it was Philip? Or the cops?
They pulled stunts to fool suspects, she knew. Camille pressed her
butt up against the door, which thankfully opened inward. Her heart
beat out a tom-tom rhythm as she took deep breaths, praying. From
her pocket came a vibration that she could ignore only by using the
entire force of her will, because the urge to engage with it was so
strong. She couldn't trust what might happen, but maybe she could
use just a sprinkle of that fairy dust. With trepidation, she
silently told it, Don't do anything weird--just send them away.

Then she held her breath.

The lock held, as well. A final kick
shuddered the door behind her. In a thready voice she called out,
"Sorry, I'm kind of sick. I'll be a while longer."

Silence. She counted to ten. Finally she
heard profanities and "Come on, Nicole." Footsteps led away and
faded.

Whew. Still, if those two complained to the
clerk, there could be a problem. He might have a second key. The
last thing she needed was for someone to observe her
transformation.

Even if it hadn't been quite fifteen minutes
yet, she'd have to get this stuff rinsed off. She picked up her
Styrofoam cup and ran the water a moment until it warmed up, then
pulled off the cap. She rinsed as long as she dared, then patted
dry with the paper towels.

Looking at the small, green-eyed,
dark-auburn-haired pixie in the mirror (belying the dye's label's
claims), she shot herself the OK sign. It'd do for a costume
gig.

The guy behind the counter was busy with
other customers and didn't notice when she slipped the key back
onto his register. She'd planned to tell him that the blonde gave
her the key, if he asked, but there was no need. No sign of the
alterna-music divas, either.

Hugging her arms to herself, she ambled
toward the street as slowly as she could make herself go, so she'd
look like just another kid without a working car. This was the time
to just be in the moment and act as if nothing unusual was up.

Her hair was short enough now to dry quickly
in the Texas heat. And now that it was darker, its being wet wasn't
so noticeable, though she was afraid she and her ammonia-scented
head wouldn't pass a sniff test. It was a wonder she hadn't
suffocated. She had enough brain damage already, thanks.

She shouldered her backpack and scanned the
horizon for the next rig, wondering if she'd luck upon one making a
long haul west.

Stuck between pages in her journal was the
last letter she'd gotten from her cousin Dixie--who had left home
herself three years ago under similar circumstances, though without
an actual incident--and at the end, there was a P. S. that actually
invited Camille to come out there sometime, although Dix hadn't
included a phone number or return address. Dixie'd said she was
using the stage name Darlene LaRoux. Camille figured that meant she
was in show business, which was what Camille had always wanted to
do herself, even if it only meant being in the chorus and traveling
with a troupe who did dinner theaters. She could sing a lot better
than her cousin, who was an alto and prone to flatting high notes.
Also, Camille wasn't too proud to work on the crew; she'd painted
scenery and hung fresnels overhead from a catwalk for school plays.
The postcard was over a year old, but Camille was confident she
could track Dixie--er, Darlene--down and get a job wherever it was
she was working. They used to be pretty close.

She'd been planning on saving money by
hitching instead of taking the bus. But maybe that wasn't such a
good idea right now.

She should never have gotten off the bus
here in the first place. She wouldn't have come here except that
she was riding on short notice and just hopped the discount
night-fare. Mentally re-counting her money, she sighed. She'd see
how far half of her stash would take her. You didn't ever spend
your bottom dollar, not even on food.

The bus station was all the way back at the
town square, and her blisters were really starting to smart again.
They'd been kind of numb for a while, but now the pain was ebbing
back angrily. She'd have to find the closest fit from among the
shoes (if any) in the less secure lockers at the bus station and
"borrow" a looser pair. She hated to do that. It really wasn't
fair. But then, was anything that was happening to her fair?

She shouldn't even be in this situation. All
this would never have happened had her daddy not died in that
stupid Iraq war just over one year ago. Charles MacTavish had had
the bad luck to be in the Reserves and to get called up, even
though he was over thirty-five. He said he was glad to go, though,
and that it'd only be a short tour, even a sort of adventure. "I've
always wanted to see that part of the world," he'd said. It wasn't
exactly the Holy Land, her mother had said, but it was pretty
close. A free trip around the world. Nothing to worry about,
business as usual.

But then two uniformed Air Force men came to
the door, telling them that Daddy's unit had been attacked during
an insurgency bombing with collateral damage. All she could think
was how the night before he'd left on this "short tour of duty"
she'd gone to a slumber party at Jolene's house with all those
stupid pep squad types she'd thought she wanted to get in with at
the time, and she'd never gotten to say goodbye.

It wasn't supposed to happen. He said he'd
be coming back fine.

After her daddy died, Camille couldn't
concentrate. Couldn't stop thinking that if only she had done
something differently, she could have prevented this. She should
have somehow known. Where was her Choctaw intuition then?

For months after it happened, she couldn't
think in school. She'd been pretty good in math with all that
graphing, catching on to algebra and thinking maybe she'd go into
engineering, but once her eyes were opened by being half-orphaned,
she realized how ridiculous that idea was. Who had she been
kidding? She wasn't anything. She wasn't pretty, wasn't talented,
might've been precocious verbally, but now the others were catching
up and she didn't particularly stand out; besides, she didn't care
any more. She simply disappeared into herself, and no one at school
probably even cared. It didn't matter. While she was invisible,
people couldn't tell her that she was wrong to grieve, that she
shouldn't show any grief, that she should just forget her dad,
erase him as if he'd never existed, which she'd never do.

Things at home weren't quite bad enough
after her dad was killed, so her mother had to go nuts and start
dating, clutching at the men who suddenly clustered around her. She
couldn't stand to be alone. Camille privately called her mother
"Cleo," for Cleopatra . . . Queen of denial. The woman hadn't even
taken care of the arrangements for his memorial. Camille had done
it all. It was the last thing she could do for him in this
life.

Camille did the grieving for both of
them.

She wasn't worried about being recognized as
a runaway any more; her mother wouldn't be missing her, except as
one misses a burden when it is lifted. Now it could be all about
herself, with no worries about getting Camille new jeans or
whatever. She could concentrate totally on her own needs and her
new pervo-fool, and on their cash-rich lifestyle as they spent up
Daddy's blood money. Because he'd had such good insurance with the
telephone company, her mother would now be a rich bitch for
real--until the money and the new man both ran out.

Well, that was her problem. Camille was born
naked and alone, and that was how she was going to stay, tough and
self-sufficient. If she didn't breathe for herself, nobody else
would. "If I am not for myself, who will be?" was exactly right,
and she now had it engraved on her heart.

She knew this much: When you wake up the
first morning after you have run away from your suburban home and
spent the night on the street, you're changed. Either you run back
home crying and decide to deal with whatever it was (if you can),
or you struggle to your feet and say, "This is me now. I have to do
whatever it takes to survive."

Going back home or calling them for help was
out. Even if she did end up in jail for a while.

For the next hour or so, while she plodded
along the side of the road, nobody passed that she was willing to
ride with. Nobody'd made any move to stop, anyway. And it was high
time to just get the hell out of Dodge. Her heels were starting to
blister.

She headed across the street, the bus
station in sight.

If she remembered correctly, the skinny dog
line had a route leading down into Dallas and on to El Paso and
through the desert, reaching California by morning. On the bus,
although her companions might not be fresh-scrubbed and shoe-shined
like the ones on airliners, she could relax and let her guard down
for a little bit. Since the national terror alert level was low,
nobody was going to scour the buses looking for fugitives.

Which would be a good thing, because she
couldn't afford the fare to ride all the way. She'd get a ticket
for, say, El Paso, and then just not get off . Maybe she could
"mistakenly" hop a nonstop using her
stop-at-every-wide-spot-in-the-road ticket. She'd figure something
out.

Like all bus stations, this one smelled of
Pine-Sol, body odor, and fried onions. This was one of the few
times she'd have to show an ID. Who did she feel like being?

In their restroom, she dug her alternative
IDs out of the jacket. Phil knew her as Deedra Simmons, so she
shoved that one behind the others. "Margaret Faulkner" was far too
sedate and quiet-sounding; she'd only used it a couple of times to
get into free local events, and she couldn't match that photo any
more anyway. Okay, "Brianne Campbell" she was. She must remember to
correct people's pronunciation to "bree-yahn." That always clinched
it, removing any doubt that she was really that person.

Like any actress, Camille enjoyed having an
alias or two. She'd never really liked the name she'd been saddled
with at birth, never adjusted to it or grown into it or felt it was
familiar like a pair of well-broken-in shoes. Who in the hell named
their daughter "Camille" nowadays, anyway? Apparently some literary
character had been named Camille, and that one had been a real
fainting doozie or hysterical idiot or whatever. There'd been a
hurricane named that in 1967 that took her grandpa from Houston,
which was more likely her mother's inspiration. Teachers even
teased her, for Pete's sake. It hadn't been an easy name to defend
until she'd learned how to make a fist and use it. Tomboy she might
have been called, but at least she didn't get her ass beaten up
every day after that.

She'd have to be careful to remember to
answer to Brianne. So what if the photo didn't exactly match; back
then she'd had strawberry blonde hair several inches longer, swingy
and fun, but not conducive to living on the streets where you might
not get a decent hairwash for days or weeks. Easy enough to
explain, because women were constantly changing their hair.

As she reloaded her hidden pocket, her
fingers touched Daddy's pocketknife. It was the only thing she had
left of his, aside from the dog tags that the Air Force officer had
presented to her so solemnly. He'd handed Camille the knife while
they were working on her bike the day before he left for the Middle
East, and Mommie Dearest had no idea she had it or she'd
undoubtedly have taken it back.

Her mother had thrown away Daddy's stuff
almost immediately--his books, ties, even his chess set, the one
that Camille had just assumed would become hers, because she'd
played in the chess club at school. Just as well, she supposed,
because this way that warthog wouldn't get it all. The only thing
that really bugged her, other than in a sentimental sense--and who
cared about ripping her heart out--that she regretted in a
practical sense, was that she should've gotten her father's car, a
reliable little Japanese sedan. Instead, the Hog traded it in on a
Jackass Jeep, an SUV like everyone was getting, for himself. That
really sucked.

Camille's heels resented that. She was
hoofin' it while her mother's new shack date was ridin' in style.
She only hoped there was some justice or compensation waiting down
the road for her, because she'd had about enough of the hard knocks
for this year. She'd had such crappy, crappy luck.

Especially in the past few hours, come to
think of it. She'd gotten the five-finger discount occasionally
even before she left home, with never a hassle. Now, in the
simplest little town, in a place where there shouldn't even have
been any security, a trap had snapped shut on her when she skirted
its edge. It crossed her mind that perhaps her streak of ill
fortune was due to the luckpiece itself.

She'd heard that once you'd gotten a lucky
charm, it attuned itself to you and then if anyone else stole it,
they were literally out of luck. A lucky charm, unlucky for all but
the one to whom it was attached. She'd been feeling weird in her
head from its force field, and it was only getting worse. Maybe
she'd better drop the dragon off in a lost-and-found box
somewhere.

Which would be sensible, but she wasn’t
sensible. She couldn't bear to just throw it away without ever
knowing what it really was and how it worked. She dismissed the
idea that possibly it was like that Ring of Power that was so
dangerous in those lovely Hobbit books she'd loved as a child. The
concept of a cursed magical item was part of her cultural heritage,
but she rejected that. She'd turn the tide. She'd be the one who
could make it work for her.

She firmly banished all thoughts of "let
this cup pass from me" and "I wish this burden of being Ringbearer
had never fallen upon me."

As she stepped out of the bathroom, she was
blindsided by someone who grabbed her arm and hissed in her ear,
"There you are."

Before she could even shriek, a man's hand
was clamped over her mouth, smothering her with the residual stink
from Marlboros. His other arm wrapped around her, pinning her
own.

Oh shit oh shit.

Normally she'd have been on alert, her
kinesthetic sense putting out feelers like curb finders on a '68
Caddy. That would have told her danger was near, and she could have
used a kick or some of the quasi-Tae Kwan Do she'd gacked from one
of her junior high boyfriends. But she'd been left off balance by
everything that'd happened, and besides she'd been reminiscing for
a while, which only went to show. Thinking and remembering never
paid, and usually left you in a fog where someone could get hold of
you.

She started to struggle, but he had her
fast. Before she could segue into full-blown panic, Lance's reedy
voice said into her ear, "Don't yell and I'll let go. I just wanna
know something."

He loosened his grip slightly, and she
turned her head. Lance, the security guy from the store?

For once, she was at a loss for words. How
had he recognized her? He gazed into her eyes, apparently waiting
for a signal of compliance. She blinked and nodded to indicate she
wouldn't shriek. But the moment he slid his hand down to her chin
and off her lips, she stage-whispered, "Cool it or somebody'll call
the cops."

The restroom entrances were in an alcove, so
she couldn't count on someone breaking this up. Still, he loosened
his grip further. Without letting go.

"Why are you after me? How'd you find
me?"

He grinned, which made him look almost human
again. "Get serious. Where's the first place you look for a runaway
teenager? Bus station. The first place the cops look, too. I got
here and just had a feeling. I decided to make a quick run to the
john, and out you stepped. That wig didn't fool me for a minute.
You're not as smart as you think you are."

With his hand off her mouth, she caught her
breath. And suppressed the wise-ass retorts that came to mind about
how smart she thought she was. "You're not a cop. So what do you
want? You don't have any further business with me."

"Oh, don't I?" He glanced around; there was
nobody else in the lobby, and the ticket counter was deserted. "I
ain't dumb. I saw the cruiser on the side of the road."

"From inside that store?" It popped out
before she could stop it.

"No, dumbass. I was taking a smoke break up
on the roof like I always do, and there was the cop car on FM 360,
taking a loop around town and then heading back this way instead of
to the station. I wondered about that. Then he pulled over. I
couldn't figure out what he was stopping for. Then I saw you get
out of the car and head back to the road. So I figured you'd cut
some kind of a deal."

You might say that. She remained perfectly
still.

His grip re-tightened. "When he didn't
leave, and the passenger door stayed open"--she must've forgotten
to close it--"I hauled ass over and found him. I couldn't rouse
him. I called it in on his radio and they came to take him away.
They bothered to hook him up to all their oxygen and wires and
shit, but that was the only way I could tell for sure he was still
alive. There weren't any gunshot wounds or visible knife cuts,
according to what the EMTs radioed ahead to the county hospital
they were heading toward. But for some reason I just don't think he
had a sudden fainting spell." He stared into her eyes, trying to
read her soul the way you would if you were cheating on an exam in
metaphysics. "He was a big guy, and you're a runt." He searched her
gaze for an answer. "What the hell did you do to him? And how?"

She had no answers.

"I know he didn't just faint. Do you have
superpowers?" He looked halfway serious.

She almost laughed. "What gave me away?"

He shrugged. "Call it a hunch." His gaze
stayed on her face a moment. "Don't shit me, because I know there's
something. What's your secret?"

"I don't have any. What's your secret?"

He seemed bewildered. "We're talking about
you, not about me." Taking hold of both her arms, so that she had
to face him full on, he searched her eyes for answers. Why did he
care what she did? It wasn't like he would get any kind of reward
for finding her.

She was sure of it now. Lance could sense
the dragon's power, just as she could; it had drawn him to her. She
should definitely get rid of Puff. God only knew what else it might
attract. But she couldn't seem to imagine parting with it, nor with
her other souvenirs of people, every contact so fleeting that she
kind of liked to have a record of it, something with their karma or
cooties or whatever. And magic--now that was a heavy concept. If
only she knew how it worked.

He shook her, and not all that gently. "How
did ol' Goal-Post end up that way? I want to know just what the
hell happened."

"So do I," she blurted. "I don't really know
how I did it." She corrected herself, but she could hear how lame
it sounded. "I mean, how it happened."

"Bullshit." His eyes gleamed. "You know how
you got away. Tell me." After a silence, he tightened his grip on
her upper arms.

"Ow. That hurts!" She started feeling
combative, probably from the claustrophobic effect of being held in
the alcove. "Stop pinching."

"You don't answer questions too well, do
you?" He surveyed her up and down, stopping at her face. Then with
his forefinger he swiped some of the carefully applied makeup off
her bruise.

She'd have slapped him if she could. "That
hurt, damn you." At least he'd released her left arm. She was sure
he'd left a mark.

He looked at his finger, then at her cheek,
which had started stinging again. He frowned and made a guttural
noise. "That white-trash son of a bitch. He raped you, didn't
he?"

"No." She made a blowjob face. "But he was
not a gentleman."

"Damn. This changes things." He loosened his
grip on her right arm, but didn't let go. Looked like the cop had
pulled this kind of stunt before--maybe even on some girl Lance
knew. It seemed to have gotten his goat big-time. He started
walking, so she had to follow.

Maneuvering her around the fixed rows of
plastic chairs bolted to the concrete floor of the station, he
aimed them both out through a side door where there was a smoking
porch with a couple of benches and a few Yaupon hollies trained
into ball-topiaries, an atrium sort of thing typical of a 1970s
remodeling. "We're just taking a walk, waiting for our bus," he
growled into her ear, giving her arm a jerk upward--he was taller,
as was just about anyone who beat five feet even, and so it was
like being led out to the car by a parent--and she knew to keep
quiet, because a few people were coming into the station now and
shooting looks their direction. A hot breeze reeking of bus exhaust
swooped down through the opening in the roof and hit her in the
face. She could hear the buses idling at the curb and in the bus
barn, and the vibrations rattled a couple of the sheets of plate
glass that served as walls and windowpanes. Real serene and
relaxing.

He looked at her appraisingly as they
stopped near the corner.

Camille squared her shoulders. "Are you
going to call the cops on me again?"

"No. Not yet, anyroad." He ran his free hand
through his hair. "Something about you bugs me. There's something
special you've got going on. I just want you to tell me what it is
and show me how it works, teach me to do it too, and I'll let you
go. You can stay with me until I learn. Then I'll help you get to
wherever you were going."

That wasn't true, her intuition told her. He
wanted to use her. He thought she was the key to something. If only
she knew what lock she could open. He wanted the luckpiece,
although he couldn't figure out what it was and why he wanted
it.

"I don't have anything. Except, apparently,
animal magnetism. I can't seem to get shed of you." She
half-smiled.

He suddenly turned and pinned her against
the glass wall, an elbow on either side of her head and his armpits
next to her ears. "Look, I'm not kidding. I want to know what you
did to get away like that. You don't know martial arts, and you
ain't no witch like on TV, or I wouldn't have you trapped. So come
across with whatever it is you used, show me how to use it, and
I'll leave you alone."

She tried to duck out from under his arms,
but he moved to trap her. The clove scent from before was gone. He
stank of sweat, and his polyester shirt had absorbed the smell of
rotting produce and hair grease. It was like some kind of
snakedance, the way he kept shifting around as she moved so she
couldn't get out from under.

Her spine was flat against the glass wall,
and her back was figuratively up, as well. She blinked, making
wide-open eyes to show she had nothing to hide. "Listen, I don't
have what it is that you want. I got nothing. I don't have any
special talents."

 


He opened his mouth to argue. While he was
taking the breath, she moved to knee him in the groin, hard. But he
was ready for her. He captured her knee between his two and jerked
it back so that she slid halfway down the wall, banging the back of
her head against the glass. It made a lot of noise, but didn't
really hurt that much. "Okay, you want to play dirty, we can play
dirty."

"I--" Out of the corner of her eye, she
spied movement. "Help! Assault! He's trying to rape me! Somebody
get him off me!"

In a moment, a large leather-clad biker with
an eyebrow ring loomed into view over Lance's shoulder. He plucked
Lance off the floor about an inch, holding him by the back of his
shirt with one meaty paw and by his belt with the other. "What
seems to be the trouble here, young lady? Is this gentleman
bothering you?"

"Yes," Camille said, half breathless, riding
a rush of fear-driven adrenaline as she tried to sit up. "Yes,
mister, he is. I turned down his offer of a date, and now he's
after me to change my mind."

"Oh, he is, is he?" The biker's eyes
gleamed.

"She's lying." Lance pointed to the security
patch on his sleeve. "She took something of mine, and I want it
back."

The man's expression changed, eyebrows
drawing together. He was older, probably all of fifty, but still
brawny and looking like he could hold his own in a fight despite
the gray hair. He trapped Camille's gaze in a headlock with his
steely glare. "Is this true?"

The back of her neck dampened with sweat.
She figured she'd soon have an inverse skunk-stripe down her back
from the cheap hair dye; new dye jobs were prone to runoff when
wet. "N-no. Th-there's something of mine that he wants, but he
can't have it." She rounded her eyes and blinked twice with
sincerity, looking as innocent as ever she had.

"What exactly is this that she took of
yours, sir?" The man lowered Lance so his feet touched the ground,
but didn't let go. His eyes roved over Lance's store uniform,
noting his "Security Staff" markings.

Lance stumbled on the specifics. "I--it's
personal. A trinket, that's all. If she'll empty her pockets, I'll
get it and go. That's all I want."

"A personal trinket you can't describe to
me? Give it a shot." The man was on to Lance's game, and
furthermore (from the way he was looking at that security patch) he
knew the guy was nothing more than part-time security staff at a
store, not a real police officer or PI.

Lance definitely looked all of
eighteen-and-a-half now. Besides, what twenty-year-old manager
would take off running down the street after a girl to get a magic
dragon? Whereas an eighteen-year-old boy was still a fool in so
many ways. Not that Camille thought of herself as wise by any
means, just that she was self-aware enough to know how much she
simply didn't know, which helped a little.

Camille relaxed a bit. "He's just hassling
me. I haven't got much of anything, let alone something of
his."

"If a man can't describe a thing, then I'm
inclined to conclude it must not be his." The biker's comment was
cryptic, but effective.

Lance, apparently deciding to take his
chances, abruptly shoved the man hard with both fists, taking him
by surprise and forcing him to stumble back a couple of steps.
"This is between me and her, none of your business."

That machismo posturing had to take a lot of
energy. And wasn't good for self-preservation, Camille figured as
she watched to see which dog flinched first.

Camille's knight was up to the challenge. He
grabbed Lance by both elbows and held him at arm's length. His arms
were long enough that Lance couldn't land a blow on him. "Look, you
little punk, the young lady doesn't want anything to do with you.
Now, we don't want any trouble. Why don't you just go your way and
let her go hers?"

Lance blinked. "Soon's I get that--get back
my--whatever you call it." He swung on the guy and barely connected
with a glancing blow to his chin, which bounced harmlessly off. But
it also harmfully and visibly pissed off her rescuer.

He pulled Lance closer, then heaved him
away. Lance's shoulders hit the wall of plate glass and set up a
major shudder-vibration. For a moment Camille wondered if it would
crack a pane, but his weight had mostly hit one of the steel
uprights between the panes. She winced at the thought of the
spine-lining bruise that might cause. She could tell Lance was more
dazed than hurt, but it had daunted him. He surely knew when he was
outclassed.

The man eraser-dusted his palms, then
gestured for Camille to precede him back into the lobby. "I think
our friend has decided to mind his own business."

"Thank you. I can't thank you enough. Bless
you, sir." She fluttered her lashes at him and hurried out of the
station. Good thing she hadn't spent her money on a ticket yet. The
bored clerk hadn't even looked up from his comic book--oh, excuse
please, graphic novel.

She glanced back over her shoulder at Lance.
He lay flat on his back like a flipped bug, staring up at the sign
with the picture of the skinny dog.

Camille headed for the street.
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Rogue, rogue, rogue! I am sick of this

false world. . . . (Timon of Athens, Act IV,
Scene iii)

 


Philip Powers stared at the ashtray.

Deedra Simmons, said the powers (through the
pattern in the ashes), did not exist. The name was a false front. A
mask.

The bitch. Who was she, really? He couldn't
track her without her true name. At least not by himself.

Stubbing out his cigarette angrily on top of
the ashes, colorless gray ash that told him nothing about her
direction or whereabouts, he entertained thoughts of how he'd make
her suffer as he extracted the last bit of pain from her before her
life force entered his powersink. He would find her, make no
mistake. It was a matter of time. Not that he intended to waste
much of that.

There was one more thing to try. He rolled
up his sleeve and stroked his tattoo. The dragon had linked to it
easily, perhaps because it was a Welsh dragon, done in red.
Normally when he flexed his arm and concentrated on the essential
dragon-ness of each form, the netsuke would vibrate in
response--because the two of them were keyed--and he'd be able to
track it.

Nothing. The dragon wasn't responding.

Damn the little vixen. She'd gotten out of
range somehow. Or maybe she'd already put her own vibes on his
luckpiece, charmed it so it no longer responded to him, but to
her.

That would be a problem.

At least until he found her.

He broke down the altar as quickly as
possible while still being reverent and careful not to offend
anyone or anything, then got the remainder of his stuff packed in
record time.

Asking around at the front desk, he got
nothing out of the day clerk except a claim that he had just come
on shift and hadn't seen anyone, let alone some girl leaving on
foot. Nobody seemed to have seen or noticed Deedra--rather,
not-Deedra. Phil cleared up the bill and headed out.

He needed to find the local bruja.

No problem. The local Mexican witch-healer
wouldn't be tough to find. He'd go to a Hispanic bar and ask around
for the curandera. He might have to get past the initial wall of
mistrust of strangers, but eventually somebody would clue him in,
even in the daytime. Because his very knowledge of the bruja's
existence meant he was one who could be trusted, to some extent: he
was one of them.

It was one reason Philip had adopted the
Hispanic surname as a middle name: his early training in magick had
come at the knee of old Mrs. Hernandez (more properly, Señora Marìa
Teresa Guzmán Espinoza Rodriguez Peréz Hernandez), a devout
Catholic who was also a practitioner of the hereditary (she said)
and ancient skills of her people and her culture. Their ancient
pre-Hispanic culture, that is. The practice of witchcraft and
"occult" healing remained common in the Hispanic or Mexican
community, even among good Catholics. Over the years since the
first Spanish priests brought Christianity to the native people of
Mexico, the culture's belief in the supernatural had become
intermingled with traditional church teachings. Most people who
subscribe to the mingled traditions see no conflict between the two
systems of belief: after all, Great Spirit is Great Spirit.

It's all the same God.

Brujerìa was not Wicca, he knew, but a broad
path embracing the shamanistic and other traditions of the
Americas; a bruja was not a pagan or neopagan. In the realm of
Mexican or Hispanic magic, the Brujas Blancas (white witches) and
Brujas Negras (black witches) practice in tolerance of one another.
The white witches do only good and help people, their adherents
say, and the black witches cast not-so-beneficial spells for which
mean or envious people pay them. Most witches also practice as
curanderas, or practitioners of herbal medicine and home
remedies.

Neither a witch nor a curandera is likely to
hang up a shingle, but when you're driving down a street in a
predominantly Hispanic neighborhood--what might be called a barrio,
or which might just be the wrong side of the tracks or the
"projects"--and see a line of people outside a house, you can
figure someone is either selling tortillas and handmade tamales, or
it is the house of a curandera. If she (it's traditionally a female
role) doesn't personally practice witchcraft, they can probably
direct you to someone who does.

The bar he found quickly enough. It was
nothing special, a cinder-block building with bars defending every
window and a simple lighted oval sign reading BAR hanging over the
door on a metal pole. Smoky and dim inside, it had shabby
furnishings and the floor was none too clean. Philip hesitated even
to order a brewski, but felt he had to if he were to get anywhere
asking questions. Whitey showing up to ask questions usually
smacked of the INS, the cops, or at least some kind of white man
trouble. Which was not looked on kindly around here.

Spinning his longneck beer casually in a wet
circle on the dirty Formica of the bar, he asked the young
bartender, in Spanish, "¿Dónde está La Bruja?"

The man looked up at Phil with suspicious
eyes. He shrugged. "No se." I don't understand.

He blinked innocently, as though he'd
accidentally used the wrong word. "Pardon. ¿Curandera? La
curandera." The curer. He made several hand gestures toward his
heart.

The man's suspicion receded a millimeter.
Yet he still professed to know nothing about any healer or witch,
although Philip made small talk in Spanish with him for a time in
an attempt to win the man's trust. Eventually an older man emerged
from the back and listened as Philip continued to weave a spell of
confession around the younger bartender, who wiped down the bar
methodically and gave incoherent answers to his questions. The
younger men clearly did not know the answer.

The older man finally came forward.

Wordlessly he reached under the bar and
handed Philip a thin sheet of newsprint. It looked like a local
newspaper, one of those free giveaways that every community
maintains for local advertising. This one was a little different.
The banner read "El Espejo de la Bruja."

The Witch's Mirror.

Philip glanced over the information, but it
was mostly about herb shops and parlors that gave psychic readings.
He didn't have time to waste going around to these places and
tracking somebody down. "I need a specific person." He lifted an
eyebrow.

The old man shrugged. It wasn't until after
Phil crossed the guy's palm with folding American money that he
came across with an address. It was on a street nearby, and he was
generous enough to give directions.

# # #

The little white house was an old clapboard
"shotgun" affair, but had a fresh coat of paint and a welcoming
front porch. A sign hanging lopsidedly from a nail on the front
door invited visitors to knock and enter. It was dark inside, and
he stopped to allow his eyes to adjust. When they did, he saw an
old woman sitting at a desk in the middle of the cluttered room,
dealing out tattered cards as if for a game of Solitaire.

He cleared his throat. The woman looked up.
The map of lines on her tanned face traced a lifetime of worry,
cares, and loss. Her hooked nose separated two bright black eyes
with heavy lids. Down her back snaked a long braid, mostly
gray.

She looked him up and down. Before he could
even introduce himself, she murmured, "I cannot help with this.
What you need is past my ability, far more than I can do for
you."

"Pardòn?"

"The dark side," she muttered, as if to
herself. "The stink of it reeks from you. Why have you come to me?
I can do very little. You must know that. What you need is an
exorcism and cleansing to rid yourself of the familiar spirits. Go
to your priest first. Then come to me and I will help you, if I
can."

He spread his hands wide. "I didn't come
here for deliverance." He couldn't suppress a sardonic tone and
grin. "I need a spell. A finding spell."

Her eyebrows shot up. "Finding. Finding
what?"

"Who." Briefly he described his young cousin
who had run away from home, and how he needed to find her, because
her parents were crazed with worry.

His ruse apparently didn't fool the witch.
"That I cannot do," she said quietly.

"But you're capable of it." He glanced
around. "Or aren't you?"

"Soy una bruja." I am a witch. "Una
curandera. But this . . . this." She waved him away with her hands.
"What you are doing is wrong. I can feel this evil you have been
touching. It hovers close by."

Not close enough. "I must have the
spell."

"I cannot." She looked towards the back
room. Someone or something guarded her from there, a presence he
could feel. He didn't need to waste energy. "You are finding her
for the wrong purpose. This I simply cannot do."

"Could you put me in touch with someone who
can? Someone who isn't . . . constrained by such moral concerns for
the use of the spell. Who does such spells often."

Her expression told him she knew what he
meant. An occult tracer. The profession was specialized, and
suffice it to say that these practitioners weren't calling on the
spirits attendant to the Great Spirit.

She was a brujita, which is to say, roughly,
a "dear witch," a term often used in the Hispanic community because
of some rather dark and dreadful associations with being a bruja.
She might be a witch, but she wasn't like Phil.



Brujerìa, they say, is a calling in the true
sense of the word--a summons. A higher calling to help others.
Occult tracing, on the other hand, is done by those with
inclinations toward lawlessness, toward chaos. At least that's what
brujas say.

He'd known he might have to go through
several gatekeepers to get to the kind of person he needed. "Will
you tell me where I might find someone?"

She closed her eyes, as if weighing her
options. After a moment, she opened them again. She inclined her
head toward the tip jar. He pulled out his silver money clip,
stuffed with bills.

# # #

Camille half-jogged along the highway,
despite her growing fatigue. She might have to take her chances
hitching, after all. She'd have to be ever so careful. She'd
learned quickly from her compatriots on the street corners that she
had to choose hang-outs and hook-ups wisely, or else it could be
way worse than that little scene at the bus station. Hitching had a
rep for danger for good reason; just look at Phil and how
weird--eventually even creepy--he'd turned out to be. She was glad
she'd gotten away from him, at least.

Even though it wasn't cold out, she felt
chilled. Damn Jimmy Ray Cline, anyway. Her situation was entirely
his fault. She still thought of him as her mother's new boyfriend,
even though they'd gotten married in Vegas eight months ago. But
damn him double for forcing this decision to leave home upon her
three weeks after she'd turned sixteen, way before she was fully
prepared to be out on her own. She supposed she should've
anticipated this twist, having heard stories and seen similar
problems with friends of hers. It wasn't like there weren't any
clues.

She'd have been on her own soon, anyway.
Better to just make the break. It would have been nice to leave on
a different note. Say, B-flat rather than C minor. Well, no use now
worrying about what she should've or shouldn't have done.

She scanned the horizon for big rigs and
started down the road again at a brisk pace despite her weariness.
Her trick knee (the result of a softball accident--hit by another
player's tossed bat in fifth-grade PE) was starting to ache, and
the less she thought about her bleeding heels, the better.

A train whistle startled her.

It was really loud: the tracks were close
by. She turned and cut through the field until she found a set of
tracks and began following them, finding the mixed turf and weeds
more comfortable to walk on than the shoulder of the road. She
imagined she could feel the vibrations of the approaching
Cannonball under her feet.

The freight whistled again. As it
approached, she could see and feel it slowing down. She gave it a
wide berth. Blocking both lanes on the cross street, it stopped,
then began slowly backing up across the highway. A switchyard was
near, then, and it was going to either change tracks or add and
drop cars. The highway was practically deserted, and the two
pickups that approached pulled U-turns across the break in the
median and scurried the other way.

Up ahead, three or four punks leaned against
the front of an out-of-business paint store whose parking lot
bordered the tracks in back, smoking and staring sullenly down the
road at whatever--at her. She ignored them and put her head down,
staring at her feet as they landed rhythmically. One of the men
stood slightly aside from the others, his left knee bent so his
foot could prop him against the locked and chained front door. He
was so tall that the shinbone pushed his butt some distance out,
and she wondered how he could stand that without hurting his back,
since his shoulders also contacted the door. There was a crumpled
lunch sack tied to his waist by the same rope belt that apparently
held up his worn jeans. He had his head bent slightly down, but
when she glanced up, she saw he was gazing at her through his
lashes.

The sole longhair among the crewcuts and
baldos, he wore jeans with holes that looked authentically gained,
not artificially knocked into them for the sake of fashion and a
nondescript faded-red flannel shirt under a denim jacket not unlike
her own. Whereas his companions wore parachute-fabric outfits or
sweats that were so new they were still creased from having been
folded at the store. He didn't really seem to belong. Kind of like
herself.

The others seemed to be passing a
cigarette--probably a roach--around; they offered it to him, but he
waved it away, meeting her gaze. She broke contact and strode
determinedly toward the horizon. The horizon was pretty far away,
unreachable in fact, but it was a good enough target for now.

This was a bona fide freight train, not a
fancy silver Amtrak alligator with red-and-blue pinstripe details
running down the side, but an old workhorse, an iron horse pulling
its dutiful boxcars. Clanking dully, it started forward again,
rattling windows in the closed tire store. She couldn't read the
words on the sides of the cars, but it sounded like mostly empty
boxcars coming back from wherever it had delivered its goods.

The tall longhair broke from the group at
the tire store and strode toward the train. He glanced at her, but
his main focus was on the train. It was slowing down again and she
thought it might stop; there was a huge screeching squeak. Air
escaping from the brakes whooshed out as gravel shot up in places
along the track. The air stank of the diesel fuel that fuels modern
locomotives. There was no caboose, the casualty of modernization.
No caboose, though, meant no fireman or conductor to sit back there
and watch, guarding against bums hitching rides.

The train inched forward, brakes hissing,
reaching about the speed of the Little Engine That Could. "Stretch"
started to run alongside, the lights on the soles of his athletic
shoes flashing a Morse message to Camille as his coltish legs
flicked forward sure-footedly. He caught up with the foot-rung on
one of the boxcars, where there were a couple of scrabbleholds as
well, and Camille saw that one of its rusty doors wasn't quite
closed. He grabbed the rung and swung up, gaining his footing as
easily a squirrel on a wooden fence.

The door groaned and shrieked as he
shouldered it further open and slipped in. Powdered rust sprayed
off the bottom of the door's track, sheared off in a cloud as he
pushed the door all the way open.

"Pauline! Stop! I'm sorry about before. I
just need to talk to you."

The shout came from behind her. That wasn't
her name, but the voice sounded familiar, and footsteps began
pounding toward her. She whirled. Shit: it was Lance, looking
little worse for wear. He thought he knew her by the name on that
library card.

Dammit, how had he tracked her again? No,
that was easy; the real question was: Why? Why did he think she
could give him whatever her secret might be? She didn't know it
herself. She ought to throw the netsuke as hard as she could so it
landed somewhere on this train and let it chug-chug to curse
somebody else. On the other hand, it must hold awesome power
indeed, to draw him after her even now.

Lance was waving, still gaining on her.
"Pauline. Wait!" He had to have been a little bruised by that
biker, but she'd never have guessed it from watching him run and
wave his arms over his head like some long-distance sprinter who
was fixing to break the tape for the cheering crowd. Still, she
knew men and their foolish pride. If he got hold of her, she'd bet
he'd take that out of her hide.

The rider on the train was watching, his
gaze flicking from Lance to Camille. She could feel him coaxing
her. He was lonesome-looking, like a cowboy out of his element.

She didn't know why she felt she could trust
him. Maybe those Hershey's Kiss eyes, or that lock of hair--the
color of a darkened copper lantern--that insisted on trailing down
his forehead. But he exuded good vibes, and at this point, that was
really enough.

He hung half in, half out of the doorway,
with his head nodding out the way horses poke their heads over the
gates of their stalls, gazing at her. The train was picking up
speed; apparently it had finished its business at the switching
station. As she stood there, uncertain, the rider held out his
hand.

"Pauline. . . ." Lance pounded down the
road, panting. He was breaking all speed records for grocery
personnel as he drew even with the tire store. He'd reach her in
less than a minute.

She started trotting, breaking into a gallop
as she realized the train was gaining momentum. It whistled again
and she ran for it, for real now, like a dog racing after its
master.

Ding, ding, whumpf, whumpf, went the engine.
Ta-pocketa-pocketa-pocketa, said the rails under the wheels. The
rhythms matched the booming of her pulse in her ears and the
banging noises inside her head.

She was pacing the train, ignoring the pain
in her blistered heels. The rider's hand dangled from the door,
then reached way down; it was impossibly high, and she wasn't good
at the broad jump. It seemed pretty dangerous, but at this point,
she didn't really care. If she fell under the freakin' train, at
least she'd be in Heaven with her grandmother and her dog and her
God, and away from here, where the communications from the Other
Side were infrequent and murky at best, probably because she wasn't
praying properly. So what the hell.

"Paul--" Lance's voice broke. He staggered a
couple of times, but he was getting closer, only a few yards
away.

Boy howdy, this train was really rolling.
She caught up and drew even with the rider, and their eyes met. It
was now or never, a leap of faith. She leapt, and as if in a dream
he caught her hand; she got her footing on the side of the car, and
he heaved and pulled her in. She fell on top of him as they tumbled
onto the planked floor of the boxcar. But she didn't even lose her
backpack.

# # #

His palm was sticky against hers, like
piano-key ivories to the fingertip. After holding on a moment, as
if they were in some awkward mud-wrestling competition, he released
her.

"Sorry," she choked out. A little daunted by
the sudden full-body contact, she rolled off and tried to get up on
her knees. It took her a second to figure out how to stand up, what
with the swaying of the train and its relentless forward motion.
Clutching the door, she caught her breath.

"Third boxcar, midnight train." He
grinned.

She managed to return his smile.
"Destination: Bangor, Maine," she said, catching the reference to
the Roger Miller song that her daddy used to hum, "King of the
Road." "But surely not. At least I hope not."

A last faint echo of "Paulleeeenn" dopplered
away, fading into the distance. Maybe she was just imagining
it.

It was a good sign that the new guy didn't
ask, "So who was that?" Or "Did you know that dude running after
you?" Or even, "That's quite a shiner you have there."

Instead, he answered her question. "Not to
worry. This here's a Katy route, east to west. Headed for West
Texas." He flicked something out of his back teeth with his
thumbnail. "Brownwood, Cisco, and Rising Star."

"Rising Star." She laughed. "That's one
place I think I could fit into."

"Like as not." He plopped to the floor in
one easy motion like a marionette collapsed by its puppeteer.
Picking up a piece of the straw that covered the wooden planks that
made up the floor of the boxcar, he examined it briefly, closed one
eye, and then began sawing between two back teeth. "You probably
want to scoot further in, away from the opening there. Easy to take
a tumble out the door when you're not used to riding."

He was right: the ground sure was moving
fast beneath them. Reluctantly, she let go of the door and hobbled
inward a few feet. She hoped she got her "sea legs" soon.

He opened the sack tied to his waist and
pulled out a sandwich. "So . . . you hungry?"

She wasn't sure whether she should reveal
that she had a few provisions--although he certainly didn't seem
inclined to rob her--but it wouldn't be fair to take his food,
especially under false pretenses. Her Sin-O-Meter was pegged for
today. "Um." She wrapped her arms around her legs and hugged her
knees to her chest, finding that she couldn't keep from rocking a
little, back and forth. This would take a little getting used to,
like riding unbelted in the back of a pickup. "I ate earlier,
thanks. I wouldn't want to take your stuff."

He shrugged, not meeting her gaze. "People
on the road share."

She accepted half of the sandwich, trying
not to worry whether it was entirely germ-free; after all, it was
in a plastic bag.

The sandwich was peanut butter and grape
jelly. It didn't smell rancid and probably wasn't too old. She took
a bite and it was good. Deciding, she pulled a sack of corn chips
from the gas station out of her bag and jerked it open, propping it
on the floor between her feet, within his reach. "If you want some
of these. . . ."

He took two bottles of spring water out of
his jacket pockets. That was nice, because her mouth was getting
stuck together. When she thanked him, he said simply, "Don't worry
about it. Pay it forward sometime, when you can."

They sat on the plywood floor and ate,
studying each other in silence. She had a tough time learning to
sit still with the car jerking under her. It was a little dizzying
to look out that door and see the countryside flying by, especially
now that they were outside the city limits.

"How fast you think we're going?" she said,
before she realized she was going to say it aloud.

He grinned, jelly squishing between his
widely spaced teeth. "About sixty."

It was cold with that breeze blowing in the
door; the plywood lining the car offered little in the way of
insulation on the other side, either. She was glad she had her
jacket on. Her backpack kept sliding, so she laced its straps
around her ankles. Although there wasn't any cargo in here, scraps
of hay or straw were scattered across the floor and piled in each
corner of the car, and it smelled vaguely like that cow stuff her
daddy used to spread on the lawn. Her butt bounced around a little
as the train jerked from side to side. A string of empty cars
rattled along behind them. Those were being hauled back from
delivering . . . what? And to where? Chugga, chugga, chug. Her
teeth vibrated from the click-click-click of the rails
underneath.

She was glad he hadn't slid that door closed
all the way, because she could see now that it would automatically
lock, and they'd never have gotten out. Could they have suffocated?
If there'd been freight in here, they could have been crushed as
the train jolted the goods; she heard a few things sliding around,
crashing or jolting, in the other cars. Looking back into the
interior of the car several feet, she saw shipping cartons stacked
to the ceiling. So she'd been wrong; they weren't alone. It was so
dark back there between the crates that shapes began to form in her
imagination. Claustrophobia twinged in her chest and she fought the
urge to bolt. Quickly she looked back out the opening and let the
familiar country terrain calm her. Rolls of harvested spring wheat,
wildflowers, weeds.

She hadn't known she could be agoraphobic,
at least a little, until now: the fields seemed to go on forever,
endlessly rolling away under their wheels. The feeling was
fleeting, though, and she began to enjoy watching the landscape
rush by. She had the sensation that the fields were moving, instead
of the train, if she stared long enough. Like a long,
three-dimensional, pointless movie of prairie Americana.

Crumpling the empty chips bag, she looked
back at him. Something kept telling her she could trust him. "So.
Like, I guess we're traveling together for a while. I'm
Camille."

"Tarrytown. Or just Town." He smiled and
extended one large, rough hand. His fingernails had the perpetual
grease-in-the-crescents look characteristic of a mechanic or
machinist.

"Nice to meet you." She shook his hand,
thinking he had a weak grip compared to lots of guys she'd known.
Or maybe he just didn't feel he had anything to prove. "Thanks for
the help back there."

"No problem. I could see you were sort of in
a hurry."

"No lie." She readjusted her bottom to get
off a pebble that was going to bruise her already-abused buttock.
"Where you headed?"

He grinned. "Wherever the road takes me, at
the moment. Travel is broadening." He swept crumbs or salt off his
front. "I might ask you the same question."

"You might." She grinned back. She tried
leaning back, but she was afraid to lean back on any of the
rattling cartons, and of course leaning on the vibrating metal wall
was out of the question, so she propped herself up with her
backpack. "I don't know where I'm headed. Eventually to California.
But for now, just anywhere but here."

He nodded. "This route leads through Cisco,
out near Rising Star and Eastland, and I usually get off there.
There's a guy with a feed store who ain't picky about who he hires.
Has trouble keeping people in the summer."

"So that's the first stop?"

He grinned. "I didn't say it stopped."

"But. . . . Oh." She felt like slapping
herself. "How do we get off, then?"

"You're new to this, I see." He leaned back,
seemingly enjoying her consternation.

It was humid, as June tended to be in Texas,
and the breeze was sticky. She held her hair up off her neck. Even
though there was very little of it, it still bugged her when it had
those newly blunted ends. "So we're going to have to jump off. . .
while the train's moving?" She attempted to sound casual.

"That's the general idea. When the train
slows down, like for a major intersection, or before the trainyard,
there's a good opportunity. I generally hop off into a field,
somewhere I think there's a road nearby. Law says they've got to
slow down to around thirty in town, so you can usually jump off
near a state highway so you're not in the middle of nowhere." He
sniffled, running one long finger under his nose. "In the sticks
you got a tougher time hitching a ride. If you roll off into the
wheat fields and then follow the tracks to whatever main road it
was they were slowing down for, you're usually near enough to walk
into town." He stretched, rolling his lanky arms up and clasping
his hands briefly over his head; she flashed on an image of one of
the many-armed Indian gods. "If you want to get off when I do,
that's what's going to happen. You're welcome to tag along. He
usually hires more than one, if you aren't afraid of hard
work."

She wasn't, although she also knew how to
get out of it when she needed to.

"Mostly you gotta be careful they don't
catch you. If the bulls happen to inspect the boxcars while you're
in there asleep, you have hell to pay." He raised one finger in
warning. "If you jump off where the bulls--the railroad dicks--can
see you, they'll chase you down and club you or whatever they feel
like doing."

"Bulls. You mean police?"

"Guards who work for the railroad. You've
got to get off somewhere on a stretch of road so you're not in the
middle of nowhere and lost, but also while they're busy messing
with the controls or watching the engineer, so they don't see you.
See, when the train pulls into a freight yard, there's a bunch of
yard bulls and railway cops. The dicks they call scissorbills carry
guns. So if one of those stops you, you just smile, surrender, let
them cuff you or whatever, and then when you get to the city jail,
you explain it all to people who are far more rational. I mean, the
railroad people get more upset than the actual police, so play
nice." His hair flopped across his forehead, and he pushed it back
with both hands. "Just a piece of advice."

"So what happens if they do take you to
jail?" By now, she might be on some most-wanted list.

"You might get thrown in a holding tank,
maybe overnight. Or with somebody young, like you"--he appraised
her with a look as the light filtering in through the open door
flashed across her--"they might just say, scat, get along with you.
They could fine you. It's against the law to ride. Theft of
services, like a stowaway."

"I did not know that," she said in her best
talk-show host tone.

"Now you do." He grinned, reaching back and
tying back his hair into a tail with a leather thong he magically
produced out of some hidden pocket. They both instinctively braced
themselves as the train decelerated again. "See, we're getting
close to another big intersection, so we have to slow down."

She watched the road go by under them
through the lens created by the gap between her feet, then felt the
train speed up again. She was getting kind of used to the rhythm
now. It lulled her, and she hadn't slept in a long time. Should she
trust that if she dozed, he wouldn't touch her, steal her stuff, or
do anything to her? She'd hold on to the luckpiece as she slept.
Bad-luck piece? No, she sensed that if she thought negative
thoughts--especially about it--that would lead to negative
consequences. Thinking of it as her pet rock or worry stone, like a
helper, would be a better idea.

She slipped her hand into her pocket and
gripped the dragon gently, careful to avoid any emotionally charged
thoughts. She'd want to test its capabilities, but not now; she
needed to be somewhere where she could control the environment a
little more, have the upper hand. Grasping it, though, settled her
stomach a little and made her feel secure. She let her lips turn
upward as her gaze traveled to the passing sky.

After a while she heard soft snoring. She
looked over her shoulder to find that Tarrytown had made a pillow
out of his rucksack and was sleeping on his side. Drooling a
bit.

A nap wouldn't be such a bad idea.

First, though, she had to take care of her
feet. She'd been putting off looking at her heels, counting on the
pressure to keep them compressed. Wincing, she pulled off first one
boot and peeled the sock, then the other. Her left heel was the
worst: the blister had burst and was oozing a little. The right had
two blisters that were swollen and angry-looking, but which hadn't
popped, so there was a better chance germs wouldn't get in.

Working quickly so her feet wouldn’t
swell--because she had to get these same leathers right back
on--she got bandages and ointment out of her mother's first-aid kit
and covered the nasty-looking red areas. She'd have to keep an eye
on those. But since she wasn't exactly at the Dew Drop Inn Bed and
Breakfast, this would have to do. She shoved her feet painfully
back into the boots; it wasn't so bad once her heels were back in
their accustomed dents. While she was at it, she repaired her
make-up and got that bruise properly covered again. Admiring her
handiwork in Grady's girlfriend's compact, she decided she could
pass.

Now she could chance forty winks. Since
childhood, Camille'd had an alarm clock in her head. She could tell
herself, "Sleep for fifteen minutes," and sure enough she'd be
pulled back to the brink of consciousness after that time. She
could then decide whether sleep was too sweet and ignore the alarm,
or force herself to break the water and swim back to the shores of
real life. She decided to set her alarm for every twenty minutes,
so she wouldn't be surprised. Or at least not too deep in doo-doo
by the time she came to herself.

And she'd always been able to sleep hangin'
on a nail.

She couldn't help feeling a little excited
about this, a sort of adventure. She'd never been on a train
before. She knew that most kids--er, women--her age would be all
angsty about being out on the streets and so forth, or at least
that's what several of the guys she'd hooked up with had told her.
That it seemed strange for her not to mind being all desperate and
stuff. As if there were something wrong with her for not being
frantic to get back to normal. Whatever "normal" might be. She'd
shrugged off their probing questions. Not that she wasn't angry,
but she didn't let that rule her. Whatever had happened and
whatever it'd taken away from her in terms of emotional
availability, alarming as it might seem to others, it had also
given her a wall of defenses against most of the small hurts in the
world. When you'd had a large chunk bitten out of you, what was
another pinprick?

The important thing was to watch out to make
sure the next one wasn't a stiletto.

If she weren't so sleepy, she'd try to
sketch the passing scenery. Some of it was pretty interesting in
the changing light, even as mere shadow and form. And of course
Texas sunsets were tough to beat. But she did drag out her
sketchbook briefly to make a quick study of Lance. He'd
been--interesting-looking. And next to him she sketched herself.
She made her image look up admiringly at him like a starstruck
anime character, then drew stars all around them both.

Silly. She slammed the book closed and
stuffed it down into the bottom of her pack, along with the pencil
case.

But while she had the pack open, there was
something else she was glad to find, and glad she'd decided to
bring, even though he took up a lot of room.

She pulled out her teddy bear. She'd had
Bowser forever. He was comforting to cuddle, something that
remained of home--or what had been home. The thought sobered her,
and she hugged the bear to her chest.

She settled, making sure her backpack was
secure against her knees, and allowed herself to doze.

# # #

Quite a few twenty-minute sleep-wake cycles
later, the light outside had faded completely. She'd missed
sunset--but that was okay, because she'd seen sunrise--and it was
deep twilight. From then on, whenever she cracked an eyelid, she
saw rows of headlights lining the road and the lights of distant
civilizations.

She let her guard down a little, since
Tarrytown seemed inclined to sleep through the night. She wished
she had another bottle of water; soft drinks such as she had
stashed tended to keep her jittery. On the other hand, she was
beginning to feel the discomfort of a full bladder and would have
to do something about that soon. She was better off not drinking
anything more.

The train was definitely slowing now, more
gradually than when they had approached railroad crossings. She
didn't know where they were, nor had she asked him how long it
would take to get to wherever he'd planned to get off. Maybe she
ought to wake him.

She could see the gravel yard ahead if she
stuck her head cautiously outside, being careful not to tumble out
of the car. In the dark, she could only see what the locomotive's
beam illuminated, but it seemed to be a major stop. It had to be a
switchyard.

Her fist was cramped where she'd kept it
closed around the netsuke. Carefully she unfurled her hand with the
fingers of the other, looking at the dragon a moment, then decided
it would be safer placed in the traditional money-hidey-hole of
hookers worldwide. Namely, between her breasts, inside her bra. The
dragon fit perfectly and started warming up, but she cleared her
mind of emotion and the netsuke cooled. She'd have to experiment
and learn more about its powers as soon as she possibly could get
to a safe place. But this was definitely not that place.

After her teddy bear was safely stuffed back
into her pack, she reached toward her companion. Tentatively she
put her hand on his shoulder and shook gently. "Hey. Town. Hey,
wake up. I think we're about to stop somewhere."

He stirred, but shook his head and made a
half-snort, blowing her off.

"Come on, now. You gotta wake up." Getting
to her knees, she realized she had aches and pains from her odd
sleeping position. She rubbed her slept-on left hip ruefully and
crawled closer to him, wondering exactly what else she could do
that would not be interpreted variously as rude, an attack, or a
come-on. What if he'd been in the armed forces? She knew some Army
veterans who could not be touched while sleeping, or rather should
not be, for they'd come up out of sleep instantly and kill you with
bare hands, having learned to listen for the unnamed enemies in the
night. Town hadn't killed her yet, and seemed docile as a
lapdog--though she knew lapdogs could turn vicious unexpectedly--so
she put her hand tentatively on his head. His skin felt smoother
than it looked.

Voices piped up near the door. Town must've
heard them too, because he opened his eyes and squirmed into a
sitting position, rubbing his eyes. She let her hand fall and drew
away quickly, glad he hadn't seemed to notice she'd been touching
him.

The voice from outside came again, with a
crunching of gravel under heavy work boots. "Sid, watch it. There's
an empty over here."

Camille started to speak, but Town grabbed
her arm and shook his head in warning. He whispered, "Ssh.
Yardmen." She could hear said yardmen walking along, slamming the
open doors on the cars ahead of them. "Sssshit," he hissed with a
release of air. "Get your stuff together."

If they got shut up in here, they'd be
screwed. Not only couldn't they leave when they liked, but they'd
almost certainly suffocate, or get caught when the door opened
again, or have to chance being crushed by hiding between the stacks
of cargo boxes. She shouldered her pack, tightened the straps, and
got halfway up on her haunches. The way she'd always seen cats do
when preparing a leap. "Jump now?" she said in as low a tone as she
thought he could hear.

He caught her arm again. "Be still."

They waited. In a moment a man wearing the
traditional pinstriped denim overalls and billed cap passed the
door. But he didn't look in. Tarrytown let out a quiet breath.
"Detectives," he mouthed. "Wait."

After a minute or two, the train started
backing up. She felt the concussive force, the utter BOOM, of their
cars uncoupling and then re-coupling with a different engine. The
collision wave of force tossed her into him, bowling both of them
over. What could she do but smile up at him? He didn't object, only
placed his fingers to his lips in the universal gesture for keeping
quiet.

She caught him stealing a glance at the
plywood cartons stacked behind them. They were lucky that nothing
had slipped; they could've been hurt. Apparently the newspapers had
it right: this was not the safest way to travel.

The train ground to another halt.

His low tenor rumbled into her ear. "They're
still out there, but we have to chance it." He looked at his wrist,
although there wasn't any watch, only a stripe that was less darkly
tanned than the rest of his skin. "Ready. On my signal."

She tensed.

Together, they scooted over to the edge of
the door. The distance down looked much farther than it had on the
way up. She sent up a repentant prayer with the clause that if she
fell under the train's wheels and got crushed when it started
moving, she'd float painlessly into the tunnel of light.

Be in the present moment, she reminded
herself. Stop thinking about the worst case. Just be.

She put the thoughts out of her mind as Town
motioned, whispering, "Now."

He leapt, hopping lightly down and landing
in a puff of dust in the gravel. Easily he stood and brushed
himself off. He held out both arms. He raised his eyebrows and
wiggled his fingers in her direction, as if to say, "Hurry!"

She found herself clumsy, sore and aching
from sleeping in the cold on the hard deck, and her rubbery legs
wouldn't do what she told them to. She positioned herself to jump.
Now she knew how reluctant skydivers and parachutists felt. And
they couldn't exactly back out, either.

She started to step off, then realized she
might pull a header that way, and tried to cancel the motion. Her
sleeve caught on the door. She jerked it loose from the odd piece
of metal and heard the denim rip. She'd have to jump with both feet
at the same time, the way he had. She finally worked up the courage
to jump, got halfway out the door, lost her nerve and backpedaled,
but slipped off the threshold anyway. Pushing away from the train
at the last moment, she half-fell, half-jumped, and landed next to
him. He hadn't caught her, but that was okay. She'd have a bruise
on that trailing leg. A bit of gravel got embedded in one palm; it
burned a bit as she scrambled up.

"This way," he hissed, scrambling bent-over
between the cars and clambering over the coupling. She heard gravel
crunching under the linemen's boots. Seconds before they came into
sight, Town ducked around to the other side of their car and she
followed as best she could, hopping up and down across the hitch
between the two cars, their legs awkwardly pumping like those of
baby jackrabbits. She lost sight of Town in the murky darkness, not
being able to see in front of her and having to watch her feet
carefully so as not to step in a hole or trip. She stood
stock-still a moment, wishing for moonlight, but there was nothing
but a scant crescent in the sky. Which way had he gone?

Then suddenly she felt a hand on her back,
above her pack.

"Town?" she murmured.

"It's a town, all right, little lady," said
a gruff voice presumably belonging to the hand. "But not your kind
of town, I reckon."

Shit! Her spine turned to a Popsicle. She
felt herself sagging as her two-faced knees went weak. This had to
be part of her last dream. Nope, it wasn't, because she wasn't
stuck in molasses or whatever. She had to deal.

The hand collared her. "Turn around
slow."

She pressed her fists against her
breastbone, feeling the luckpiece now stuffed in her brassiere.
Work now, she told it mentally. She turned slowly, helped by the
foreign hand.

A flashlight blinded her momentarily. She
squeezed her eyes closed. The light removed itself so that she
could see a little. "Why, you're nothing but a little girl." The
lightspill, as her eyes adjusted, revealed a youngish man in
overalls, wearing an engineer's cap over a balding head. "What have
you been up to? It's not safe for a girl to hang around a
trainyard. It's against the law to hop an iron horse. I hope you
know that."

He gave her a piercing look. She kept her
hands glued to her chest and the luckpiece warmed up like a
branding iron. It burned her breastbone, and she welcomed it. No
worse than a sunburn.

"I'm s-sorry," she stammered, putting on the
twelve-year-old act. She pictured herself as she should appear in
the guy's eyes: fairly well-dressed (for a grungy teen), no missing
teeth, a lack of psychotic attitude, no grime-- not much, anyway.
"I just thought--I mean, my friends dared me to come down here and
meet them. I was looking for them."

"Up to no good, no doubt," murmured the man,
obviously thinking this over, not particularly believing her, but
not rejecting her explanation out of hand, either. "As I said, you
can get into an awful lot of trouble, or even get mugged out here."
He reached up toward the top of her head; she flinched, but he
meant only to pluck a couple of long threads of straw out of her
hair.

After a long moment he put his hands on her
shoulders, as though holding her at arm's length, and said, "I
don't know what you were doing down here skulking around." He gave
her a stern look. "But I'm gonna forget I ever saw you. Now get on
out of here." She was too surprised to move when he released her
shoulders. "I mean it. Get along with you. Go home and stay out of
trouble, if you can. Just don't let me catch you down here
again."

He turned and walked down the line,
motioning to his crew to move the train back up for switching.

She must be getting better at controlling
this--this whatever-it-was. This power of escaping from situations.
It was a good thing she'd stolen this crazy dealie, even though it
kind of scared her.

Thanking God for small mercies, Camille
scanned the area and noted that she wasn't far from a road running
parallel to the tracks here. A major thoroughfare, several lanes,
probably with sufficient traffic to have truckers. It was about a
hundred yards up a steep weedy grade to the road. Gratefully she
jogged across, avoiding getting mugged or any of the lineman's
other dire predictions, and scrambled up on the shoulder.

No sign of Town. She supposed he'd gone his
own way. Deserted again. Part of her hoped he'd been caught and
kicked into the slammer, and part hoped he'd gotten away.

The road was downright dim, although there
were occasional streetlights pooling light at her feet. To her left
was a wooded field where there could be muggers lurking, just as
the man had said. Down the road she could see the sign for a gas
station, all lighted up. It was a walkable distance. Probably had a
convenience store.

Tall red oaks lined the road here, rather
than piney woods. She might be in a different part of Texas, then.
How much ground could the train have covered, anyway, in--what?
Three hours? Five hours?

She squared her shoulders. She'd learned
that if you exuded confidence, people would usually not bother you.
It could keep you from being attacked if you just seemed above
fear. They thought you had something up your sleeve, or in your
bra, as the case might be. Knowing this didn't keep her heart from
speeding up. How quickly could she get to that lighted corner?

There was no traffic, so at least she didn't
have to worry about getting run over, as long as she wasn't unlucky
enough to run into a drunk weaving along at tremendous speed. She
could always bolt into the stand of trees. It looked like the
Enchanted Forest, with pairs of glowing eyeballs staring curiously
out at her, wondering if she'd be good to eat. She shifted her pack
onto the other shoulder and started down the road at a fast trot.
She mustn't run, because she might trip and fall and even sprain
something, and then where would she be?

About a hundred feet down the road, she saw
a figure leaning casually up against a sign that read CASTROVILLE 3
MI. Her eyes had adjusted, but she didn't have her contacts in and
was too vain to wear her glasses; she'd learned to get around
passably okay without either one because you had to clean and
disinfect the contacts, and the glasses just made her look ugly.
She stopped, unsure whether to run the other way or brazen it out
by passing by with a nod--and risk the person grabbing her.

A movement, a toss of the head, the swinging
of the hair . . . was that Town? Quick mental calculations and
comparing similar triangles told her he was about the right height.
Although she'd mostly seen him sitting down, and he was
long-waisted, perhaps he had short legs, which would make a
difference in his total height.

He saw her studying him and waved, a stiffly
executed affair with three fingers. Once she got within hearing
range, he called out. "Wondered where you'd gone after they stopped
you. I couldn't risk stopping. I figured you could talk your way
out of that."

That asshole had known she was in trouble,
then, and hadn't intervened, hadn't done a damn thing to help her.
Of course what the hell could he have done, but still. Why hadn't
he at least let himself get caught, so if she went to jail they
could be in it together? Whatever. It just pissed her off that he
hadn't stuck with her or something. She might be unreasonable,
premenstrual, an illogical bitch, but she didn't care, because that
was how she felt.

She decided to keep walking at a steady
pace, as though she hadn't a care in the world. As she drew closer,
she carefully avoided giving any sign of recognition. She brushed
past him even as he said, "Camille? Hey! What?"

His voice dopplered away. She didn't turn to
see if he was following, though she was sure he would. Elaborately
ignoring him would do the trick, intrigue him, let him know that
she wasn't quite pleased with his idea of "sticking with her."

Confidence in her step, she headed across
the road towards the convenience store.

# # #

Lance squeezed the pencil so hard it snapped
in two. Damn, damn, damnation. That girl had a talent for getting
away. Maybe she'd arranged to meet that guy. Surely she wouldn't
just go off with some old bum--he looked like a hard-ridden
thirty--and jump a train?

Anyhow, he'd decided the attraction he felt,
strong as it was, prolly wasn't prompted by anything about her, in
herself. And she didn't have intrinsic power, like she wasn't some
kind of witch or whatever. But there was something. Something she
had on her. When he'd emptied her pockets and backpack, there'd
been a few curiosities. That carving, that wood thing . . . now,
that'd been worth some bucks. Maybe that was it . . . there was
some kind of scientific explanation.

'Cause he didn't believe in magic. He was a
science man all the way.

Or at least that'd been true until this
morning. When he got close to that girl and knew there was
something unreal about her, something not of this world. It'd been
a freaky feeling and at the same time kind of exhilarating.
Discovering that something you never thought existed was calling to
you.

Because that was what it was doing--there
was a buzzing in his head, a beckoning for him to follow, like a
dog on a leash, or more like a satellite signal beaming in and
honing in on the proper dish. At first he'd thought it was just a
Jones for her--which he'd found kind of freakish in the first
place, like what was he doing lusting after jailbait, turning into
a pedo or something--but then he'd realized the fascination she
held wasn't sexual at all. Well, it WAS in a way, but then again it
wasn't anything he'd ever felt before. It was the power that
attracted him, the power she could wield. Even before she'd zapped
the cop, he'd felt the power lurking just beneath the surface all
around her. It held a dangerous appeal.

Of course, he wasn't a cop, only a security
staff member, and danger wasn't exactly his business. He didn't
believe in magical hogwash, not intellectually, even now. He just
didn't KNOW.

However, that was not to say he felt safe
not knowing. Things you didn't believe in could still hurt you.
Badly.

# # #

These damn QwikMarkets were getting to be
Camille's version of a second home.

She wasn't going to be a stickyfinger in
this one, no ma'am. She just needed to relieve her long-suffering
bladder, and she couldn't squat on the side of the road, not yet.
She was still a city critter.

This was a shiny spanking new gas-and-food
marketplace. The Pakistani clerk behind the counter barely glanced
up from his mini LCD TV as the bells on the door tinkled their Feng
Shui warning, but when Camille asked for the restroom key, he
looked her over carefully before reaching under the counter for it.
As he handed it to her, he made sure their hands touched. She tried
not to flinch away; the guy probably did that by accident.

She brushed past Tarrytown as he came in. He
looked a little hangdog, but mystified around the eyes. A typical
adolescent male, even if he was overgrown for fourteen, like about
twenty years or so. "You sure don't know much about women, do you?"
she hissed (managing it despite the dearth of esses) as she
passed.

She fled to the restroom for a much-needed
pee and freshen-up. She'd gotten quite a bit dirtier since she'd
ridden in the, um, cattle car or whatever that was. Good thing she
had her sewing kit, because the sooner she mended that rip in her
sleeve, the less it would fray. But she only had time for a quick
birdbath in the sink and a touch-up of her makeup, which was
necessary, seeing as how her bruises were starting to peek out. Her
eyes looked swollen, too, but makeup was illusion.

When she emerged into the store's
brightness, she felt obligated to buy something. Plus, Town was
still skulking around, pretending to be looking at their pinball
machine and searching for a quarter, and she needed to talk to him
and decide whether to hook up again. Not in the sexual sense, just
for traveling together, for safety, at least for a while. And maybe
to help her get that job. She could swallow her pride and take him
back if it meant she'd end up better off.

She studied the wrapped sandwiches (too
gross) and various pickles and deli items (too dried-out) next to
the microwave. She was making a soft drink selection when she
suddenly saw the flashing lights of the cop car through the front
plate glass. Her heart leapt into her throat.

She knew exactly who they had come for.

The clerk must've called the police while
she was in the bathroom. But how had he known? They had to be
several hours out of Podunkville. Did he have a scanner? Was there
already an APB out?

The shorter of the two cops walked straight
up to her. "Could I see some ID, please, Ma'am?"

Uh-oh. No matter what, she would have some
fast talking to do. And it wouldn't do to blink and respond with,
"May I ask why?" because he was the law on this side of the Pecos;
she wasn't exactly in ACLU land.

The other cop was talking in low tones to
the Paki. Town, that disloyal creep, was edging his way toward the
door, yet he knew better than to bolt, because then the backup
units that were probably outside would certainly detain him. He
thought better of leaving and started browsing through the
tattered-magazine rack on the wall by the door.

She pulled out the Brianne Campbell
identification. "I changed my hair," she said apologetically.
"Don't you like it better now?"

He glanced at it, then up at her. Instead of
handing it back, he said, "Where do you live now?" The ID had an
Oklahoma City address.

"In OKC still. I'm traveling to meet some
friends"--she thought fast--"in Austin."

He didn't even nod. "How are you
traveling?"

He had her there; she didn't have a car.

"Bus, mostly. I walked some." The
little-girl act wasn't playing with him, she could tell. "Is there
a problem, Officer?"

"Have you been in Buckingham within the past
twenty-four hours?"

"I don't know where that is." She couldn't
help herself--she knew she was shifting from foot to foot. "I could
have went through any town, I suppose. I didn't stop there,
though."

"Where did you spend today, then?"

"Traveling. I don't really remember."

"Try."

"I don't know why that's important. Why are
you asking me this?" She glanced over toward the clerk, who
studiously avoided her gaze by straightening cigarette packages
overhead. "This is discrimination. That guy"--she pointed--"called
you just because I look young, and he thinks everyone's a
runaway."

"He did ask us to check up on you. But not
for that reason alone."

She got the picture. Small town; the clerk
knows the cops and keeps them supplied with free pastries and
coffee, he's talked to highway patrol today, and they have heard
about a vagrant girl who did something to a cop who is still in a
coma. Or what they think is a coma. Shit shit shit.

The officer looked her over again, then
turned the ID over in his fingers. "I think you'd better come with
me."

"What for?" Camille put her hands up to her
heart as if assuming a position of supplication, but really to hug
the luckpiece to her chest again. Her heart was trying to find some
way to leap out of it, and she could hold it in better this way.
Also, this gave the luckpiece its cue. Or it had before. C'mon,
tiger--I mean, dragon--it's showtime.

He already had the cuffs in his hand. She
took a step back and found she was stepping on the toes of another
cop. She hadn't even sensed him behind her. If they got iron on her
wrists, she couldn't call on the dragonpower. She knew it, somehow.
Her mouth fell open and she shrieked, seemingly without conscious
intervention.

"Come quietly, and we might not have to cuff
you." The cop was holding the cuffs out, and she still had her
hands hugged to her chest. Now was the time. Where was the
magic?

It hit all of a sudden. The air stretched
until it tore, but that wasn't as disorienting as last time. Or
maybe she was just getting accustomed to stepping outside time with
the dragon.

Her Choctaw intuition lit up like a beacon,
showing her the aura of magic in the form of mild synæsthesia.
Tasting bells and hearing mint, Camille stood rigid as cops fell
all around her. Just like in "Bewitched," when all the mortals
freeze in place. Except this time, they stopped what they were
doing, dropped to their knees, and curled up to sleep. Even her
betrayer the clerk went softly down on the shiny new tile
floor.

Everyone but Tarrytown. He had been sidling
towards the door and was now gaping at her. He surveyed the room as
his chin hit the floor.

"Come on," she said to him. "If you want.
I'm bailing."

"Wow." He didn't look as if he could move.
He was still staring at the curled-up sleepers, piled up like
contented cats.

She grabbed his arm and shook it. "I mean
it, right now. I'm going."

They skedaddled out, past two cop cars with
their flashing lights. She noted that the remaining cop was asleep
at the wheel, microphone cradled in his palm. It wouldn't be long
before some curious reinforcements showed up. Or customers with
cell phones who'd think that exceedingly strange. No telling when
everyone would come awake, either. And they'd gotten an eyeful of
her. She galloped into the darkness outside the range of the
parking lot lights.

"What was that?" Town panted as he pulled
abreast of her on the dusty road shoulder. "I mean, like, man. What
just happened there?"

She shrugged elaborately. "Your guess is as
good as mine. I figure it was just time for me to have some good
luck."

"Luck," he said wonderingly. "Oh, wow." He
shook his head. "You know, they caught that on videotape."

She bit her lip. "Yeah, but that's IF they
bothered to have a tape in there, and IF it wasn't on some
time-delay thing where they only get one still picture per minute."
She wiped her bangs out of her eyes. Sometimes stores didn't bother
to change the tapes that often, and she could always hope for a
malfunction. Maybe the magic was that smart. "Who knows. There's no
time to worry about it."

"But how did you do that?" He panted along
behind her for a moment. "Who are you?"

She had to giggle at his worried expression.
As if she were Doctor Who or some wandering miracle worker. "It's
NOT me. Trust me, I have no special powers whatsoever. And I don't
even understand how I'm doing that. I only know that sometimes
useful things happen for me when I'm in a bad situation."

"Heavy. You're scaring me, man." He rubbed
his hands over his hair, smoothing it down. "You'll have to explain
better than that."

"As soon as we get somewhere safe." Where
was safe? A campsite in somebody's field? Not likely. Away from
here, out of this state, into some big city where she could get
lost in the crowd. Away from convenience stores that'd been warned
about her. And now the Brianne ID . . . they had it. Along with her
fingerprints, she was sure. That was not a good thing.

She should've plucked that ID back out of
the cop's hands. She wasn't sure it wouldn't have woken him up,
though. And she hadn't thought ahead. There was no going back to
find anything. By now they'd be waking up, she hoped.

She was doing less and less drastic escapes
each time. It had something to do with her intention, she could
tell. The first couple of times, she'd been panicked, and her
intention was more drastic. Now that she almost expected something
to happen, she wasn't getting as upset, and her intention was
consciously sharpened now, rather than just being the product of a
panicked, adrenaline-flooded mind, the wild thoughts of distress.
Now she kept her intention--her desire--whatever you called it--as
mild as possible, open to any appealing possibility as long as it
included her getting away.

Although she was leaving behind a deeper and
deeper hole for the girl they would now call "Brianne." She zonked
a cop, she shoplifted, she did . . . magic. Nah, they'd never buy a
paranormal explanation. They'd say it was some kind of trick, a
drug or chemical she'd slipped them, a skin-permeable hallucinogen.
And the stuff on video would be said to be a trick of the light, a
computer error, or a video enhancement she'd uploaded or swapped in
place of the real tape. But she would still get questioned.

Wow, indeed. She'd dropped out of her old
life, yeah, but she'd never intended to become a fugitive from
society as a whole.

This was all Jimmy the Asshole's fault. If
her mother could have reined in her horniness or loneliness or
panic--or whatever it was that made her go out and pick some man
off the street to marry--this would never have happened. She
could've waited a couple more years until Camille got out of high
school, at least.

Tears spilled down her cheeks and ran down
her nose. This was so unfair. As the song says, life is unfair. But
that didn't make it hurt any less.

They chugged to a stop, pausing on the
shoulder of the highway between street lights. Tarrytown reached
wordlessly into his pocket for a crumpled tissue. She shook her
head, wiping her sleeves across her face, welcoming the
roughness.

"I am so screwed," she muttered.
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...in his brain,

Which is as dry as the remainder biscuit

After a voyage, he hath strange places
cramm'd

With observation, the which he vents

In mangled forms.

(As You Like It, Act II, Scene vii)

 


Philip Powers sat in the dark Infiniti with
a penlight aimed at the map unfolded across his dashboard, flipping
his sunglasses down over his regular lenses as a reflex before
realizing it was night. He identified the area he was in, down to
the road he was parked by the side of. He scrabbled in the glove
compartment for a highlighter and ran it along the roads he'd be
taking.

After a quick cellphone conversation with
his wife Bitsy, which revealed once again that she had no earthly
idea about anything but her women's clubs and television soapies,
he tossed the demonball into his travel case and packed up all his
luggage.

The question was, what did that bimbo think
she was fooling with? By this time she'd most assuredly discovered
the netsuke's powers and begun to diddle things with it, judging
from the news reports. It wasn't exactly a case of a lost rabbit's
foot.

The luckpiece was not simply a carving
invested with luck or magic. Its essence went far deeper than that.
It might manifest or show itself in this set of dimensions as a
netsuke, but it was a manifestation of something in the first
occult dimension. An entity with consciousness and intention.
Something far more powerful than anything Philip had dealt with,
and he'd dealt with binding demons and imprisoning imps.

"We are like the fish in the pond who sees
the shadows of things above the surface of the water but doesn't
know how to explain them other than by myth," his mentor used to
say, "or the shadows on the cave wall that are not understood as
PROJECTIONS of reality, items and concepts that actually exist in
that other dimension we can't see."

That little fool couldn't possibly know how
to control it, so that wasn't really a concern. She didn't have the
command over the dark powers that Philip had, and so he wasn't
worried about her doing anything to him with it. Once he got hold
of her, he'd just take it away, and then she would serve for his
other purposes. He'd been counting on the extra power from her
being a virgin and from her being so clueless and trusting. Dammit,
he wouldn't let her screw up his plans for her and for the
entity.

But first he had to get his hands on her,
and on it.

# # #

"Wow," said Tarrytown, searching his person
and coming up with a cigarette. Apparently tobacco, thank goodness,
because she didn't need his senses to be dulled. He lighted it and
blew a cloud. It seemed to help him. "Man."

"Or woman," she said, mildly irritated at
his hippie talk.

He nodded. "So."

So, indeed. They'd gotten away by using
magic, and now he knew about her new powers, and he said nothing
more than "Wow." Sometimes she despaired of dealing with stoners,
who were all of them too laid-back for their own good.

She sighed. "Can I bum a smoke?" She thought
it prudent to save her own as long as possible. After all, she
hadn't ended up with any after that fiasco back in Dog Farts,
Texas. She hadn't even thought to grab some smokes or rubbers or
even a bag of chips while the authority figures were down for the
count. Hell, she wasn't even sure she had all of her own stuff.
She'd never get back anything Lance might've confiscated.

Town shook out a ciggie and let her light
hers off his. It was a type of intimacy. She lowered her eyes, not
wanting to send the wrong signals, and took a long drag. "You
haven't said much about why you're traveling."

"I've always traveled." He exhaled. "I was
born in a trunk, like the Traveler of legend. You, however, look
like a gal who's used to having a home base." He quirked an
eyebrow. Cleverly turning her own gambit back on her, he asked,
"What brung you out to the road?"

"You don't want to hear it." She blew out a
violently steel-blue cloud. "Let's just say, things changed at
home. It was time for me to fly."

"I hear you."

She lifted her chin and studied him. "So
what about you? I mean, what made you hop that train?" She still
hadn't figured out why he'd helped her.

"I was hanging there waiting for a good time
to get on. I ride a lot. I watched for when there wouldn't be
nobody. And then you came along, and I figured, why not now?"

She nodded. "Nice to help somebody out when
you can."

"Yeah," he said, as if turning the concept
over in his mind. "So what do you do when you get to where you're
headed? What are you looking for?"

She heard herself turning pensive. "I'm
looking for a home. Like Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany's.
The book, not the movie. The movie had a happy ending, what with
her and the cat and the young George Peppard in the rain. But the
book didn't, not really. She was still looking for a home." Camille
looked up, flicking off her ashes. "I suppose that's me."

"Wow." He smiled. "Deep." He studied his
shoelaces. "You sure you don't want to just go home?"

"I don't have a home."

"Wherever you used to live. Ain't they
worried about you?"

She tossed her head. "Not a chance."

"I'd have taken you for more of a homebody
than a traveler. I mean, when I first seen you."

She tilted her head back to look at the
passing clouds. "Home is just a place inside a person; it’s inside
everyone, if only as a desire for somewhere you get unconditional
acceptance. You know, like in that poem by Robert Frost that says,
'Home is that place where, when you have to go there, they have to
take you in.'"

He was staring at her, she could feel
it.

"Shit." She shook her head. "What's wrong
with me? I should have said, I'm headed to California, at least for
a while. I have a cousin out there who's in the business."

"The business being. . . ."

"Television. Commercials. Movies, though no
big parts so far."

"Come on. You ain't serious, are you?" He
waved his cigarette, a trace of red fire slashing through the thick
night air as they sauntered along. "I mean. All those actresses who
are waitresses and gofers and . . . well, they can't get work, and
most of them turn into call girls."

"I beg your pardon?" She bristled at the
term.

"Don't get uptight. I just meant, like, what
have I seen her in?"

She sighed. There was a bus stop coming up a
few yards away. "My dogs are barking. They're sick of holding me up
and pounding the ground. Why don't we wait and see if a bus turns
up?"

"Okay."

The sky was lightening, dawn beginning to
break to the east of them. Soon it would be the edge of early
morning, early but a sensible time for at least a city bus to run.
If they could get to a major bus depot, they could get on a
cross-country bus, with luck. Or so she hoped.

She didn't feel that tired, actually, for
somebody who'd basically been up all night.

She plopped down and searched in her
backpack. Coming up with her journal, she opened it, intending to
look up what she'd found on her cousin's stage name. Dixie's
postcard fell out into her lap, and she brandished it at him.
"Here. This is the postcard she sent me from L. A."

He examined the postmark. "Sent three years
ago?"

She lied. "That's just the first one I got.
There are others. That's the one I keep in my journal."

He raised his eyebrows at the mention of a
journal. Turning back to study the postcard, he commented,
"Hollywood and Vine, and looking toward the Hollywood sign. Nice
photo." He flipped it over. "Darlene LaRoux?"

"That's Dixie's stage name."

Town looked doubtful, but said nothing, to
his credit.

Dixie was her favorite cousin, four years
older than she was. Dixie used to get assigned to watch Camille at
family gatherings, and she'd always treated her like a real person,
not just a kid that she had to keep alive until the adults finally
came to relieve her of the burden. Dixie was one of the few living
people Camille still admired.

She maneuvered a bit and managed to get the
postcard back diplomatically, without actually snatching it out of
his hands. "I know I've seen her on television in commercials and
in those crowd scenes in movies. You know, in 'Bits O' Honey'? I
saw her in the scene on the street where Will Smith is sitting on
the park bench."

He looked doubtful. "Was she in the
credits?"

"No. Crowd scenes and walk-ons don't get in
the credits. But I saw her there. She was in costume, of course."
She stuffed the card away in the depths of her journal, suddenly
humiliated, embarrassed, and doubtful--and ashamed of herself for
doubting. "Never mind. I don't know why I even told you." She
sighed again. "Anyway, that's where I'm headed, out to Hollywood to
find her and see if she can get me a job. I've worked on the crew
in school plays. I could do any number of things on a set."

"Yeah." Town looked nonplussed. "Sure, I can
see that." His voice made it clear that he thought it was among the
least likely things that might ever happen, about equivalent to
this bench suddenly flying because all its molecules had decided to
lean to the north a bit, coincidentally all at the same time.

Her blisters were throbbing again. "Forget
it. Just forget I said anything, would you?"

He quieted and dropped his cigarette on the
concrete, squashing it out and then swabbing his foot back and
forth on the butt for quite longer than necessary. These damn
cheapies, generics, didn't last worth a hoot, because hers was also
getting too short to hold comfortably. She managed a couple more
puffs, then followed suit.

They sat in the quiet, thinking--at least
Camille was; she presumed Town must be having some style of brain
wave--for a while. As it grew lighter, more cars went by.

A local bus rumbled up. As the axles let out
their piggy squeal, the air brakes went PFFFFT and released their
pressure, and the puff of diesel smoke came out of the top, Camille
decided it was one of the most beautiful, shiny rescuers she'd ever
seen. Happily she dug the change out of her--er, Pauline's--change
purse and lined up behind Tarrytown. The fluorescent lights
overhead in the bus cheered her with their cold bluish light.

She was finally moving in a good
direction.

"Ah, to be safely a-road," murmured
Tarrytown, picking a seat near the front, in front of a sleeping
elderly couple with the woman's head on the man's shoulder, and in
back of a stinky bedraggled white man with sadly tangled dreads who
was sitting with his legs across the seat so as to take up the
entire bench. He patted the cracked green vinyl seat next to his.
"Care to join me?"

# # #

Lance collared an engineer--at least he
thought that's what the man was, walking around the train yard
wearing overalls. "Excuse me. But have you seen a young girl around
here, maybe trying to sneak off a freight?" He described Camille as
he'd last seen her, hoping this wasn't too far down the track, at
the big switching yard.

The railroad man looked at him, apparently
deciding whether and how much to tell him. It seemed he passed
muster. The man took hold of the bill of his railroad man cap and
took it off, scratching his head with his long yellow fingernails
of the same hand. "Yep, I reckon she was the one I seen t'other
night."

"Last night?"

"That's right, last night." He shook his
head. "Had to be, yep."

Lance's heart sped up, and he felt his
armpits getting damp, even though it was still too early in the
morning to be that hot, barely light. "Can you tell me whether she
got off here, or did you take her to jail, or what?" He put on a
hangdog expression. "It's my little sister, and she's running
away."

"Dadburn, I knowed it," said the man,
spitting for emphasis. "Should've expected she was pulling that
kind of caper. I would've normally had her put in the tank
overnight just to teach her a lesson, but there was something about
her." He shook his head. "I just didn't have the heart to. So I
told her to get out of there and not try it again."

Lance felt excitement and relief. "So you
think she got off here?"

"Don't just think it, I know so. We
scrambled down the row and slammed the doors of every car, and
there wasn't a soul in any of them. I saw her go on up to the road
and head west."

Lance pumped the man's hand, grasping his
elbow with the other hand. "Thank you. You've been very
helpful."

Science be hanged. He was starting to
believe in luck.

He could catch up with her, especially if
she were still on foot. He had a feeling he was close. The
thing--whatever it was--the magic thing she had, it was calling to
him.

It knew him. It wanted to be his, wanted him
to channel its mysterious powers. That was why he'd arranged to
take his days off from the store, so he could follow her and try to
find out just what exactly it was that made her able to escape
everything she got into.

It wasn't just luck he was beginning to
believe in. It was . . . magic.

And if magic existed, really worked, he had
to have it. Then he could skip all the bullshit--he wouldn't have
to be a grocery manager for years and then climb the corporate
ladder and suck up and kiss butt all day and maybe never still make
a lot of money. He could go straight into being powerful and rich.
Or whatever he decided to be.

He ran his hands through his hair and wiped
his nose against his fist. He deserved to get a break. He could do
this.

He jumped into his Chevette and gunned it on
the road west.

# # #

The Texas countryside passing by the
windows, the familiar rumble of the bus, and the gusts of air
blowing out of the vent into her face as she'd adjusted it to were
all soothing. She was tempted to pull out her sketchbook and record
some of her impressions--especially some of their fellow
travelers--but she didn't want to attract attention, which drawing
generally did.

Camille smiled at the guy settling back into
the seat ahead after his trip down the aisle and then turned to
Tarrytown. "Well? Where's a good place to go that would be more . .
. I don't know, secluded? More countrified?" Yet not so rural that
people would be sitting around listening to the police calls on the
scanner.

"Someplace off the grid." Looking serious,
he reached back and pulled the leather holder off his ponytail.

"Off what?"

"You know--where everyone's not wired up
with the Internet, satellite dishes, the cable news network in
every room."

She couldn't imagine such a place in the
modern world. She pictured a commune or a convent. "So where is
there such a place?"

He dug in his hip pocket for a comb, coming
up with one that had several gaps in its grungy teeth, and smoothed
his hair back into a semblance of order, then snapped the band back
on. "I don't know. Cisco and Eastland are tiny towns, and Rising
Star even smaller, but they still have newspapers and people go to
town to get the latest news. They'd probably be a problem for you,
especially if that store's videotape was running."

She glanced around to see whether anyone was
listening. Even the mention of the possible video evidence made her
jittery.

As if he sensed this, Town lowered his
voice. "We'd have to find the closest thing to a desert island that
still exists." He waved his hands. "A ranch that still hires
illegals, maybe. They might be glad to get some native-born help."
He turned and scanned the back rows of riders, a sparse scattering
at this early hour. Then a light came into his eyes and he snapped
his fingers. "Look back there, about three rows from the very
rear."

She turned her head slightly and looked out
of the corner of her eye, trying not to let it be known that she
was looking, which was a skill she'd perfected on the school bus in
junior high when scoping out boys. "What?" she whispered,
pretending to be checking the back of her shoulder for lint.

"Those people. The ones in garb." She shot
him a questioning look, and he elaborated. "Medieval costuming.
Renaissance festival kind of stuff."

She looked again, then faced front. Quietly
she said, "You mean the woman in the doublet and velvet cape, and
the man in tights, a puffy velvet jester cap, and a harlequin-print
leotard?" They'd be worth sketching, for sure.

"They're the ones. You know what I
think?"

She made her tone low, but mocking.
"Probably not."

He looked confused.

She grinned. "Okay, what do you think?"

"There must be a Renaissance festival on the
bus route that's operating now, or starting soon. All's we need to
do is get off wherever they get off, and then we can find jobs at
the Faire. They're always hiring itinerant actors and people
willing to do some of the scut work and cleanup. Can you sing or
play an instrument?"

"I used to play clarinet, but I don't have
it any more." That had been a rented instrument--somebody else's
return, gotten at a special price because it'd been stripe-dyed in
bright colors, which probably weirded some people out but pleased
Camille because it was individual--and when she started cutting
school all the time, her stepfather had arranged to return it so as
to get the small rental fee off his back.

She'd never advanced past second chair,
anyway, and marching was a drag, but still.

"That's good. You can pick up the recorder
easy." He grinned. "You'll see. I've done this before. It'll be
fun, if we can talk our way into jobs. And I think we can. Most of
these people live on the road and travel from faire to faire all
year long themselves. They'll be perfectly happy to let us work, if
we impress them. Maybe with the volunteers at first."

"At the fair?" She really couldn't think
what he was talking about.

"Yeah. It's cool."

Picturing the huge, movie-set-like State
Fair of Texas grounds, she shook her head. But of course it
wouldn't be like that; it would have to be a rural,
turn-of-the-last-century affair. She'd been to carnivals, but they
were mostly held in the parking lots of shopping centers, midway
rides set up for a weekend alongside a few rigged "games of skill"
where you could win cheap, stinky stuffed animals whose sawdust
would begin leaking out by the time the carnies were packing up.
Maybe it was like a country fair, a county fair like the ones she'd
read about in old books. Where people tossed cow chips like
horseshoes and won an apple for best distance or guessed your
weight.

"The Renfaire. Renfest." He had no further
words, but his hands shaped the image in the air. "Renaissance
festival. A re-creation."

The Renaissance. Okay, she'd heard of that.
She thought she might've heard some of the school geeks enthusing
about one of those fests once, but hadn't paid much attention to
what it was all about.

She guessed she might as well find out.
"Okay."

# # #

The occult tracer's hovel was down a
dead-end street, behind an abandoned gas station on a deserted
gravel path. Philip hesitated a moment before stepping onto the
rickety front porch. He had to step cautiously to avoid several
missing boards. A search revealed no doorbell, so he knocked on the
door's peeling paint.

After a time he heard footsteps approaching.
The door opened to reveal a preternaturally large Eastern European
man--he could have been a Serb, Philip thought--in an olive-drab
overcoat that strained at every seam. Shiny-bald. With narrow lips.
An egg with arms and legs that Philip inwardly dubbed "Humpty."

His gaze pierced Philip. Standing in the
doorway (and filling it), he kept silent.

Philip gave the passcode. "Doña Cuca sent
me. La Cuquita."

"Well, then." His voice could be bottled as
castor oil. "You'd better come in." He held the door wider.

Up close Phil could see the man was mildly
hunchbacked. He lumbered in, and after only a moment's hesitation,
Philip followed into the dark, musty room. The entire house was one
room, it seemed. Windows were boarded up and the floor was packed
dirt.

The man sat behind a shabby card table with
one leg slightly too short and leaned over a modified Etch-a-Sketch
that reminded Philip of a toy laptop computer. His attitude, tone
of voice, and entire bearing seemed to morph into something more
regal, more intimidating. He posed his questions in Spanish,
perhaps as a test.

"¿Cuál es su pregunta para el espiritu?"
What is your question for the spirit?

Phil was up to the challenge. "¿Dónde está
la puta?" Where is the little tramp? Phil cupped his hands, as
though to indicate bringing her to him. "¿La mujer queien mi priza
se llevó? ¿Dónde está la mierda?"

The man seemed to meditate over the grainy
screen, then raised his head. He turned away from Philip, then
back. He was once again the dissolute fellow who had answered the
door. "Got anything of hers?"

Phil held out the panties that'd been
stuffed down at the toe of the sheets in the motel.

The tracer chortled, revealing several
missing teeth. "You sure those hers, now?"

"Well . . . moderately sure." Philip
frowned. "Not absolutely."

"Sumpin' else she touched? Recently?" He
looked as if he were about to make an obscene joke, so Philip
pulled out his wallet.

"She got into my pockets and went into this
for money."

"Money, now. It might do," said the
toothless guy.

# # #

The costumed people started gathering their
stuff and packing away their odds and ends of knitting and water
bottles as the bus curved towards a bench situated in the weeds
along the side of the deserted road.

"Here's our stop."

Camille didn't bother to ask if Town was
kidding, just followed him as he jumped off the bus. As it roared
away, he pulled her along after the lumbering mass of actors in
some Shakespearean play--at least that's what they looked like.
They were heading towards what seemed to be a huge parking lot in
mid-nowheresville, past which she could see a brick wall and . . .
castle gates?

Town pointed, and Camille squinted and
visored her hand, trying to see. A tall, solid woman with gray-blue
eyes and a lot of curly red hair arranged in elaborate braids stood
smoking next to a gate, wearing a green velvet dress and black
sandals. Her toenails were the same shade of green as the
dress.

"What about her?" Camille frowned. "Who is
she?"

"Let's just say we used to . . . be very
close personal friends. Still are, kind of."

Camille scraped her grungy teeth with her
fingernail, wishing she had been near enough to running water to
brush them recently. There was an actual stone wall around this
compound. It made her think of the one in Waco that burned up, that
religious place. But it was more . . . medieval was a good word.
The wall had castle turrets on either side of the metal gate and
there were crenellations where she could easily imagine archers
aiming at invading rovers. It really was a medieval walled city.
Re-created right here in the middle of Texas. "But what are they
doing, some kind of play?"

He glanced over. "The WindHawke Renaissance
Festival, of course."

"What are we going to do here?" He'd said
they would be getting a job.

"Like I told you. We're going to work.
Here."

He was crazy. Didn't he know that they
probably didn't just take people off the street, any more than any
kind of community theater? She was sure the performers had to
audition. Just like with the Renner ArtFest, you didn't get in
without talent. "At what?" She gave him her best skeptical look,
raised eyebrows and all.

"You'll see." He looked amused. "We're in."
He spat out the butt of his cig. "Wait here. Let me talk to her
alone." He headed towards the vision, hailing the woman, but she
didn't seem to respond.

Camille's heart made its way to the tips of
her sneakers. Not only did she hate to see this woman dash Town's
hopes, but also she'd been really counting on him to know
something, to be able to get them jobs. Now it looked like he was
just . . . well, just another delusional hobo.

Town walked up behind the woman and murmured
something into her ear. She turned, did a take, shrieked, and threw
her arms around him.

That was weird enough. But then it occurred
to Camille that Town had said, "close personal friends." In other
words, he'd slept with the woman. Or had worked with her before.
Maybe there was a chance she'd be willing to give him a part.

After a heads-together conference and much
squealing on the part of the mystery woman and frequent
hair-tossing on Town's part (which Camille read as flirtation for
gain), he motioned for Camille to come on ahead. She stomped her
cig out and trotted over.

The woman smiled warmly. "Hi. I'm Judaline
Price. Answer to 'Ladyhawke' or 'Hey You' at Faire." She held out
her hand. "Glad to meet you. Generally by now we're completely
staffed, but for this guy"--she thumped Town on his shoulder
blades--"I'll create a place. We can sure use somebody with his
skills. And of course with him vouching for your talents, you
couldn't come with a higher recommendation."

Camille returned a tentative smile and held
out her hand, not quite knowing what he might've said about her or
what to expect. Judaline Price clasped it. Her long squared-off
fingernails were a bright plum and dug slightly into Camille's
roughened skin.

"Don't look so worried." Judaline laughed.
She glanced at Town. "You can squire her around until she knows
some people and gets the hang of things. Sir Hentley!" She waved at
a bearded man with longish, shaggy brown hair who stood nearby. "We
have a couple of new recruits."

A tall, skinny guy clad in a multicolored
cape looked Camille up and down, then shot Judaline a dirty look.
"What's going on?"

"I'm adding them to the cast." She spoke
briskly and didn't meet his gaze, as if this were a minor issue,
really not his concern. Camille suspected she knew he wanted to
make a scene over this, for whatever reason.

He wasn't to be so easily dismissed. "Not
fair--the rest of us had two auditions." He crossed his arms and
moved between Judaline and Town. "What have they got? Let's see
their stuff."

She shushed him and grasped his elbow,
pushing it, not unkindly, forcing him to retreat a few steps.
"There are special circumstances, and their skills fill a
particular need. You know the bylaws: I have the authority to
change cast at my discretion." She gave him a significant look.

He grumbled, but turned and headed off. She
ducked her head at Town. "Sorry about that. Sir Bentwood's usually
not so pissy. He'll get over it." She smiled at Camille
reassuringly. "Now, then. Go on over to the group gathering under
Great Daddy Oak." She indicated a spreading hundred-year-old
behemoth a short distance across the muddy field, under which
several people seemed to be waiting. "Sir Hentley will brief you
with the others. We've got quite a crowd of newbies starting today.
It's great to see you," she added to Town. "Catch you later."

Camille looked at town. He grinned, clapped
his arm around her shoulder, and started guiding her toward the
motley crowd under the tree.

"What did you tell her I could do?" she
hissed, snake-like, into his ear, even though there were no esses
in her sentence.

"Nothing," he said. "Nothing you can't do or
won't be able to pick up easy enough. Now just be quiet and listen
for a while."

Sir Hentley was stubby-short and ruddily
sunburned above his well-trimmed beard. His costume was a
stereotypically generic RenFaire jerkin and breeches with long
leather vest. As people gathered, he stepped up on a wooden crate
and waved his arms. He seemed to be trying to organize the colorful
group, which to Camille's mind appeared about as easy as herding
cats.

He addressed the crowd using the
faux-Elizabethan patois common to all festivals of this kind.
Camille translated mentally, with difficulty.

"Welcome to the Ninth Annual Castlebridge
Renaissance Festival, recreating the sixteenth century--that's the
fifteen hundreds, for those of you keeping track. If everyone will
settle down and be quiet, please, we'll get started." He scanned
the crowd, which gradually fell silent. "Many of you have worked
here last year or in previous years. If you don't know what to do,
just watch everyone else and you'll catch on. There are very few
rules, but we do enforce those few. While on the premises, you must
be in garb, and it should be a respectably Renaissance costume; see
the wardrobe mistress after this, if you're not in garb of your
own. You should also speak the language. When in Rome, and so
forth."

Camille glanced at Town, who winked as
though to say, you'll pick it up.

"You've been hired to entertain. That means
you're an actor in character for the duration of the Faire. Among
our number we count royalty, the mayor and his entourage, the
sheriff and his foes the merry men, a town crier, a rat catcher,
grave diggers, belly dancers, gypsies, wenches, jesters, musicians,
jugglers, and hundreds of peasants. All of whom must convince the
paying customers that they're at a real village festival from the
past."

People shuffled their feet and one man
behind Camille muttered, "Can the speech and get to the point,
sir," under his breath.

Sir Hentley gazed in the general area from
whence the words had originated. "The position of village idiot is
still up for grabs. Perhaps you'll be selected, sir. Or you may
volunteer, provided you've created the character and have the
skills to match."

The group chuckled, and the potential idiot
fell silent.

"You will perform on the streets in front of
the shops where our merchants, hundreds of artists and craftsmen
and food vendors, need you to draw business their way. Or you may
appear on the stage: we have nonstop entertainment at six open-air
theaters. If you have talents such as sword play or mud wrestling,
or have worked as a Living Chess Piece or a jouster in the past,
let us know right away, as those positions need to be filled. If
you do well, you can stay on as long as you work out."

Camille nudged Town, but he caught her elbow
and shushed her.

"Patrons strolling along the paths under the
live oaks or waiting for the Living Chess Game to begin should
never be bored. They should hear orators on the corner, hear
wandering musicians, see jesters bouncing by." He paused.
"Attendance at the festival on an average day is 20,000." His eyes
gleamed. "You have that many to entertain, and keep up the
Elizabethan patois, and in this Texas sun and humidity still keep
people smiling. Can you do that? If you can't. . . ." He swiveled
his head and surveyed the thirty or so of them who stood listening.
Many looked bored, with one hand on one hip and the other holding a
cigarette; others were rapt, first-timers like herself, Camille
figured. "Anyone who can't--and who cannot refrain from indulgence
in alcohol, tobacco, or the crazyweed"--he glared at the smoker to
Camille's left, as if reading her thoughts--"please take your leave
now, and have a nice summer. Others, please line up according to
your talents. Singers and actors, over here; we need puppeteers
this year, so will those so inclined please wander over into this
area."

Camille followed his gestures with her
eyes.

He began indicating various spots to which
people began surging and queueing up. "Musicians and yodelers over
here, physical acts like juggling and tumbling here; those who
brought animals such as you falconers go see Lilith, at the front
gate, and she'll show you where to set up if this is your first
year. All right?"

Nobody left. They began sorting themselves
into queues.

Tarrytown looked at Camille, as if judging
which she could pass for. Grinning, he nodded at her, then pulled
out a harmonica. "Out of period." He winked. "But a real
crowd-pleaser." He blew a few in-and-out riffs, like Neil Young or
Willie Nelson.

"Oh, no," Camille said. "You're not
expecting me to sing."

A princess in full regalia--including pointy
hat with filmy scarf attached at its zenith--approached the
stragglers one by one, asking what their talents might be. When she
got to Town, she shook her head at the harmonica. "Nay, thou
knowest better than that. Anachronism."

His jaw dropped. Apparently, he'd expected
special treatment.

"I shall let thee go with a warning this
time." She waggled her index finger. "But should there be a
violation during Faire hours, I shall be forced to smite thee." She
grinned, letting him know she was joshing. "Find something
appropriate. Come back when thou hast." She dismissed him with
another shake of her head. Town turned the color of a steak just
going on the grill, completely raw.

"And thee?" The woman looked inquiringly at
Camille.

Should she try music? She didn't want to
show Town up or make him angry, but sheesh, she didn't want to just
walk around as the town crier or something. "I've--I forgot to
bring my stuff. I'll be right back." Spying a table where a vendor
displayed hand-carved wooden flutes, she sidled over to examine the
merchandise as the woman looked disapprovingly at Town.

A tall dandy in a doublet approached from
the other side of the counter, grinning widely to expose a
Terry-Thomas diastema. "May I assist thee, mistress?"

He'd caught Camille running her fingertip
gently across the polished surface of one of the instruments. A
hand-lettered card on a small easel next to it proclaimed,
"Recorders and transverse flutes." She recognized the vertical
flutes; they were like the ones she and her father had played one
time in an ensemble for a church pageant, except those had been
plastic and had been called something else--Tonettes,
Flute-o-Phones, and Pre-Band Instruments. "Um, could I--could I see
one of these?"

"Why, my lady, isn't that what you are
doing--looking?" He blinked, sizing her up with the next glance as
if to check for a sense of humor.

She grinned. "I mean--is it all right if I
try one?"

"Certainly." He pulled out a soft cloth and
wiped the mouthpiece of the one she'd been admiring, then handed
her the instrument.

She thought she remembered the fingering.
When she was younger--it must've been third grade--she and her
daddy had spent two months rehearsing for and then performing in
that twelve-player ensemble. It'd been for a special Easter pageant
including "early music" ("medieval-sounding stuff" to laypeople).
She hadn't thought about that in years. It was as though she'd
forgotten until just now, when the shape of it in her hands seemed
to awaken them. The instrument's holes, falling perfectly under her
fingers, revived the buried memory.

The school's rented clarinet had required
quite a bit of air. With a recorder, it was a little easier, just
kind of dry-spitting your breath to form the tones, tonguing "too,
too, too" without the "O" taking over, and no embouchure was
needed, like with the glittery silver transverse concert flute.
She'd messed around with the practice book and had learned several
simple tunes. Could she remember them?

She picked up an alto model--bigger and more
impressive, not to mention easier to play loudly--and before the
vendor could frown and snatch it back, pointing at the sign "Do Not
Try Out Alto Instruments," she fluted the opening of a theme from
the opera Rigoletto. Wow, it came right back to her, the melody
lying easy under her fingers. She tootled out the "Marine Hymn" and
part of "Time in a Bottle," but the latter didn't quite fit within
the instrument's range.

Town had come up behind her, accompanied by
Judaline. He crossed his arms and frowned, but Judaline gasped
happily and clapped her hands together under her pointy chin.
"Milady! A wandering minstrel you shall be."

"What about him?" Camille said quickly,
pointing after the retreating Town. "He's kind of my partner."

The lady looked puzzled, then glanced at
Town's back; he hadn't gone far, but was standing at a jewelry
maker's booth with his back to them, pouting. She shrugged. "His
blues harp is an out-of-period instrument, and he knows that. What
else can he do--can he sing?"

"I'll see." Camille hurried over and grasped
Town's upper arm. He shrugged her off.

The lady called after her. "Prithee, do make
arrangements to use that instrument, or pay the craftsman now."

She felt a blush creeping up her cheeks. She
hadn't meant to dash away carrying valuable merchandise. She
returned to the booth and smiled at the proprietor, using the full
force of her feminine wiles. "Sorry. I'd like to use this one. And
I won't damage it, I promise; I know how to take care of these. I'm
willing to be a living sandwich board or whatever. Can we work
something out?"

He gestured. A small sign tacked to the
storefront's support beam read, "We Welcome Master Card or Lady
Visa."

She grinned sheepishly. "I haven't an
acquaintance with either banker, I'm afraid."

The vendor looked rankled, although he
seemed to be keeping his composure, possibly because of Judaline's
presence.

Judaline gave Camille an appraising
once-over, then turned back to the vendor. "Surely we can make some
arrangement." After a hurried conference with the man behind the
counter, Judaline emerged, smiling beatifically. "It's all right to
use one for today, as long as you hand out these cards to your
listeners." She pressed a stack of his business cards into
Camille's hand. "Let's take a look at one of the less expensive
models, shall we?"

They quickly negotiated a deal for her to
borrow a pearwood soprano recorder after she demonstrated she could
play an Irish air by ear--it was easy enough; she'd figured out the
fingering by watching his boothmate demonstrate the piece a moment
before--for the skeptical vendor, who accepted her second-best
remaining fake ID (believing her to actually be one Margaret
Faulkner, of course, which made Camille feel kind of bad) to hold
as a guarantee that she'd bring the recorder back unscathed (not
the alto, for it cost three hundred smackeroos in modern folding
American dollars).

Judaline patted her on the shoulder. "And
now straight to costuming with you two before the crowds arrive.
Gates open in an hour, you know. Be at the opening ceremony! And
then the parade." Her voice trailed off as she spied another worker
bee. "Oh, saints, look at that." She rushed toward the errant lad,
leaving Camille to deal with the recalcitrant Town.

Tarrytown's lower lip still stuck out far
enough to catch ashes, if anyone here smoked. He kicked at the dirt
with his worn boot as Camille approached him again. "Town," Camille
said, "I love the harmonica. The blues kick ass. But here--"

He waved her away. "I know, I know. It's not
a big deal. I juggle." He stomped off to where a man was dropping
flags that a jester in full Arlecchino drag was throwing, and
leaned into the path of the flags, elbowing the klutzy receiver
aside.

His partner looked panicked when Town shoved
the dropper out of the way. But Town walked into the pattern,
picking up the stuff smoothly and then starting to cast half into
the air, half back at the jester, who smiled in approval. Then Town
began showing off. People started nodding and nudging each other as
he kept up with anything the flag-thrower tried.

Camille hadn't intended to injure his pride.
Dang, why were men so touchy? Some men, anyway. Actually, she'd
only known one man besides her dad who wasn't at least a little
that way. It had to be hormonal, like women who regularly went into
chocolate stupors.
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