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IT'Snot easy having your entire family think you're agoof off. Then again, easy isn't redly what |
want or need. It's taken me—Danny Bancroft—along timeto learn that. Now that | have, though, | till
have afew ghoststo lay to rest.

| was born with Talent, raw Taent, gifts so strong that they killed my mother as| was being born. It
happened likethis:

Prenatal me had aholein one of the big arteries that feed the heart. When | was being born, the
dtrain tore open that hole. My heart pumped as hard asit could, but it wasn't enough. | was dying as|
was being born.

| remember it.

It felt like smothering. I'd never breathed, but that'swhat it felt like. | knew | couldn't get enough air.

For thefirst time ever, | started thinking—up till then, everything had been unfocused. I'd heard, felt,
moved, swam in the warm darkness, but | didn't redly think. Now | did. They weren't brilliant thoughts,
more like emotion given congtruct. | was scared and | knew it!

That'swhen my Taent snapped into focus. That makes it sound like it was a separate part of me,
but it wasn't. My Tdent isasmuch apart of measan arm or aleg. Just like an arm or leg will catch you
when you're faling—sometimes even before you know you're faling—so my Taent reached out to catch
me.

It pulled those artery wallstogether, tried to suture them, to make them hold blood. But an infant
not yet born doesn't have much Power and that mending took more than | had to give. So my Talent
reached out and sucked. | was still connected to my mother then. | pulled the life right out of her and into
me

| never knew my mother, but | sure knew when that warm comforting haven which had been my
world went away.

They tell methat it wasamiracle | survived that strange |abor, for my mother was dead before |
was born. The doctors had to do an emergency Caesarean, hauling me back out of the birth cand I'd
aready did partway down.

My mother's death certificate gives her cause of death as heart attack. It'strue. | attacked her to
save my heart.

| grew up spoiled rotten.

Two years after | was born, my father married my mother's sster. Auntie Mom, as| called her, had
cometo take care of me when her sster died. Pictures of her and my mom at the same age show them as
looking much dike. | guessit'snot redly surprising that my father fel inlovewith her.

AuntieMom gave me at least as much love as she did her own children—my haf brother and
gsters. Maybe she even gave me a bit more, to make up for the fact that | wasn't completely hers. My
dad lavished even more love on me, grateful that if fate had to take my mother, he hadn't lost me. | was
his miracle boy, hisdarling. He even called me his Cupid, because of how he and Auntie Mom had got
together.



Tome, al that love was astolen swest. | knew | didn't deserveit, because | never forgot that | had
killed my mother. | figured if they knew what 1'd done, they'd stop loving me.

Despite thisfear, unable to bear the guilt, | tried to tell them the truth, first when | was about three,
again when | wasten. They didn't understand. Another attempted confession, this one when | wasfifteen,
got me put into counseling. The counsel or was athoughtful, gentle man. He was also one of the Talented.

Anasdehere.

Thereared| types of levelsand kinds of Taent, lots of groupsthat initiate, rank, teach. Lately,
they've got sort of affiliated, but they're not dl friendly. It'slike professiona sports. The teams play
together, agree to rules together, even set up boards to arbitrate disputes, but that doesn't mean they're
not competitors.

Just like with sports, there are scouts, those who go out there and seek the Talented. One of the
better waysto find them isby getting into counseling. Thisis because there are two thingsthat activate
Tdent. Oneisdress. The other is adolescence—which now that | think about it is sort of abiologicaly
programmed megastress.

Obvioudy, not everyone becomes Taented at adolescence, but more dormant powers awaken then
than at any other time. In modern society, adolescents who get out of line—bad temper, drug use, lack of
focus, whatever—are quite likely to be offered counseling, even if dl that's availableis some
well-meaning high school guidance person.

And if those kids are lucky and their problems are associated with awakening Taents, there will be
someone present who will understand.

That'swhat happened to me. My counsalor was a private guy, hired by my folks. Mr. Wyse had
been recommended by afriend of afriend, understood kids, got into their worlds...

Man, did he ever!

I'd like to say that Mr. Wyse looked like Gandalf or Merlin or somebody really cool with aflowing
white beard and long hair and dl, but | have to be honest. He didn'.

He wasn't short—maybe afinger shy of six feet tall— but he was so enormoudy overweight that it
always came as ashock to redlize he had height aswell asgirth. His hair was dark, swept in aside part,
|eft to right. Even though his eyeswere kind of buried in surrounding flesh, their gaze was amazingly
intense. | could never remember the color of Mr. Wyse's eyes, though. After awhile, | decided he could
changeit at will.

If Mr. Wyse looked like anyone famous, it was Nero Wolfe, that fat detective Rex Stout crested
back in the early part of the twentieth century. | think Wyse knew about the resemblance and cultivated
it. HEd even adopted Wolfe's habit of closing his eyes when he wanted to think hard, and pursing hislips
inand out.

Now it hadn't only been my morbid-sounding attempts to confess to my mother's murder that had
got me put into counseling. There had been other stuff, too. Remember how | said | was spoiled rotten?
Well, the older | got, the more | thought that getting my own way was my right, not aprivilege. | bullied
my younger siblingsuntil they avoided me. | acted like apig to most of my schoolmates. Worst of dl, |
abused my Taent to get my way.

It's probably for the good of everyone that the prenata strain of saving my life snapped my Tdent
into aform fromwhich | couldn't dter it. If 1'd been able to throw fireballs or Stuff like that, someone
would have been killed. Asthings shaped up, my firg gift was atering biologica functions. My second
was dtering moods. My third—and this one is hardest to admit—was siphoning off other people's
energy. Basically, | wasapsychic vampire.

This has got to be hard to believe for those of you who've met me through my friends versions of
the events we've been through together. They see me as sweet, gentle Danny—maybe a bit of anidiot
when it comesto finishing college, but otherwise their leader from behind, the encouraging one. Fixer of



broken ankles and healer of torn souls.

They didn't know me before. | grew up in Colorado. | cameto UNM for college on Mr. Wyse's
suggestion, but, wait.... I'm getting ahead of mysdlf.

Even without fireballs or lightning bolts, | was pretty dangerous. | could make someone's heart begt
faster or their breath come up short. Stedling energy from them made them light-headed and vaguely
nausested.

Moods were harder—I think because | didn't really believe anyone other than me had fedlings—but
| could enhance what a person was feding. When | waslittle, | enjoyed making someone laugh redlly
hard or act Silly. Later, | learned that making them angry and then having them be blamed for losing their
temper could be pretty effective, too.

Then | nearly killed my brother Jodl. | was going on fifteen, and maybe the shadow of my
birthday—aways a hard time for me—made me abit crazy. Maybe | would havelost it anyhow. | don't
know.

I'm not going into the details. That's not part of thisstory. Leaveit that | used my Tdent on Jod and
after he came 'round, he blamed me. My parents probably wouldn't have beieved him, but | knew | was
guilty and broke down. | started sobbing that | was damned, 1'd killed my mother, now I'd amost killed

And they sent meto Mr. Wyse.

Again, I'm going to spare you the details of therapy. Mr. Wyselaid alot of groundwork before
letting on that he knew there was something different about me. Funny thing was, he redlly was a good
counsdlor, not amere Taent scout. That made a difference—all the difference.

Thing is, thejob isn't done. That'swhat this story isabout. ..

Winter bresk my third senior year. The last eight months had been hell, literdly.* I'm not going to
bother with the details since they don't matter here except in one way. I'd been through alot, and | wasn't
redly inthemood for the annud inquigition.

* See"Hdl'sMark™" in Wizard Fantastic, edited by Martin H. Greenberg, DAW 1997, and "Héll's
Bane' in Battle Magic edited by Martin H. Greenberg and Larry Segriff, DAW 1998, for the details.

Dad gartsit, though, just as he aways does.

"Jodl's sending out applicationsto law school.”

"Likethat'swhat the world needs,”" | say. "Another lawyer."

Dad grins.

"Theréssometruth to that," he admits. Then the grin fades. "At least he's planning on graduating,
though. How long do you plan to stay an undergraduate, Danny?"

"What doesit matter to you?' | retort with arudeness that would shock my friends. "It's not costing
you anything."

Itisnt, either. Mr. Wyse has friends who've arranged a scholarship that covers my tuition and basic
expenses. I've learned to live pretty well between that and what | earn summers.

"It's not costing me anything,” Dad says, "but it's costing you, Danny. It's costing you years and
opportunities.”

Our argument has aritua quality, like abalet. Weve had this argument threetimes ayear ever
sncel wasajunior. | don't think either of us even hears the words anymore. It doesn't do any good
either—except that maybe Dad thinks he's done hisjob as a parent.

That afternoon | make my usua visit to Mr. Wyse. By now it'safriendly thing, not a professiona
thing. | drop in a hishome rather than his office, douch on asofarather than St up straightina
hard-backed chair. At least | liketo think of it that way. Today, | fed adifferenceintheair.

| can't figureit out. Mr. Wyse greets mein hisusud, friendly manner, offersmeadrink, setsout a
tray of these wonderful gourmet cookies he and his cook make every year, leans back in his enormous



custom+-built chair and smiles.

We shoot the breeze for abit. He wants to know about my friends. They're an unusual group—all
magicdly taented in oneway or ancther. The existence of thisgroup inits continualy mutating formis
why Wyse wanted meto go to UNM. | finish telling Wyse about what happened to usthat past term and
he expresses suitable awe and admiration, then he asks:

"And how isVanessa?'

"Good, | guess. Shel'sgoneto Cdiforniato grad school. | haven't seen her for awhile.”

"And Tony?'

"In Tibet studying something—meditation, | think."

"And lan?'

"Don't know. Last | heard hewasin Africa

"And Danny?'

| stare a him, confused, thinking for amoment that he means someone €l se, someonewho wasin
the group before | joined it. Those colorless eyes pin me like abug on a card.

"Huh?' | ask.

"And Danny?" he repeats remorsdessy. "How'she?!

| try to believe heisn't doing the Dad thing. | grin and thrust the fingers of my right hand up under
my hair, casud-like.

"Widll, | don't know what to do about Lucy. She's got a big-time crush on me, but | don't think wed
work out long-term, and | don't think it'd be fair to break her heart.”

"That'skind of you," Wyse says. Isthere atrace of mockery in those level tones?"Y ou're very
handsome in along-haired rock-star kind of way. The leather bomber jacket and dark colors you wear
redly add to the effect.”

| shrug. I'd be denying what | know if | said | couldn't understand why women like how | look. I've
got dark brown hair that | wear long, abit past my shoulders. Dark eyes, dark brows—firm and strong
but not redly big or bushy. Good skin, thanks to sunscreen and an end to rioting hormones. A decent
build—not skinny, not beefy, kindalike the eyebrows, masculine without being overbearing or
threatening.

The dark clothes and leather jacket go with the look. It's easier, too, to match things when you
don't overdo the color thing.

| expect him to say something about L ucy, something about girls, or my looks. Maybe that's
because that's what | want him to say. What he does say shocks mein away my argumentswith my
father never do.

"Inertia, Danny," Mr. Wyse says. "'l wanted you to know what peace felt like—you who had fought
yourself since before you saw light. Y ou'vetaken it too far.”

| gareat him disbelieving. He goes on.

"Y our scholarship will not be renewed after thisyear.”

"It won't?' Thewordstumble out before | can stop them. "But what will | do!"

"Y ou got yoursdlf out of the womb once” Wyse says. "I guessit'stimeto seeif you candoit
again—without exacting the same price."

That hurts. That hurtsworse than hell. If | hadn't ever forgotten, I'd felt... | don't know what...
forgiven?

Mr. Wyse clears histhroat. For thefirst timein thisincreasingly awkward interview helooks
uncomfortable.

"I'm afraid that'snot al," he says. "There was acondition on your taking that scholarship.”

"I don't remember any conditions" | say inincreasing panic.

"The condition," he shifts, amountain moving, "wasn't so much on you ason me. | didn't think |
needed to mention it to you."



"Yesh?'

"l never expected the termsto be activated,” he saysand | redlize with atrace of shock that he's
pleading with me.

"Yeah?' | say again, but more gently.

"There are members of the board, Danny,” Mr. Wyse goes on, "who insst that you haven't proved
yoursdlf sufficiently to be trusted with..."

Hetrails off. I'm getting really weirded out. Thisian't like him.

"With..." | prompt.

"With your Tdent," he says. Then hefinishesin arush. "When you came to me, you were more
dangerous than you knew. The only way | could secure you the scholarship to UNM and some of the
gpecia education you've had since was to agree to place abinding on your Taent. It'srather likea
posthypnotic suggestion, and if | spesk the key word..."

He clears histhroat, forces himself to meet my eyes.

"Y our Talent and power will be sedled.”

"Seded?’

"Cut off. Effectively, you won't be able to do magic anymore.”

| can't even argue. What he's saying is that someone wantsto blind me. Maybe it would be more
like having skewersthrust into my eardrums so that | couldn't hear anymore.

Involuntarily, my mouth opensin aslent scream.

"There may beaway around it,” Mr. Wyse says quickly. "Not everyone agrees with the assessment
of the board. Y our friend Lucy's mother, for one, inssts you be given achance to prove yoursel f—sort
of afind exam."

"Andyou," | ask angrily, "did youings?'

Hisanguished expressonistoo much. | relent.

"Of courseyou did," | say.

| try to makelight of the whole damnable thing.

"So, do | get timeto Study or isthisapop quiz?'

"Pop quiz," hereplies, adopting my tone. "It's more like a practical than awritten. Do you
remember when you were tested for your initiate's rank?"

| nod.

"Thiswill be smilar. However, that time they sought to pressyou so hard that any and al Taents
you possess would be forced to their limits by the stress. Thistime, you will need to survive by not using
al of your Tdents"

| sare a him with an inkling of what's coming.

Mr. Wyse frowns, then continues with the ddlicacy of someone discussing atermind illness, "The
board worries that we have no proof that under stress you will not revert to old habits.”

| didn't ask what he meant. We both knew. It's dangerous letting a vampire |loose—especialy one
that drains power rather than blood. The bloodsucker, at least, drinksin order to survive.

"S0," | say, trying to makelight of it, "dl | need to do is get through whatever obstacle course they
set up for me without using any other power than what | already have in reserve. | can deal with that.”

But | wonder if | can. There'd been no such restrictions on the last test. They'd wanted to see
everything | could do. I'd doneit, too, knowing there were controls so that | wouldn't kill anyone the way
I'd nearly killed Jodl... theway I'd killed my mother.

| get to sweat for afew dayswhile arrangementsfor thisfinal exam are made. It'sto be back in
New Mexico, since that's where those who have been observing my training— or as some of them seeit,
my lack of training—in the mystica arts are located.

Mr. Wyse and | drive down there together, our excuse being that he's going to talk to the dean and



see what we can do to work out a schedule that'll let me graduate at the end of thisterm. My folks are so
astonished that they don't even protest my leaving before Winter Break has ended.

Although Mr. Wyse doesn't share Nero Wolfes aversion to travel—actualy, | think he enjoysit,
especidly when he doesn't need to drive—he doesn't have alot to say asthe hours unroll the blacktop in
front of us. A couple of times he comments on the westher, like wondering if welll get through Reton
Passor if it'll be blocked with snow, but mostly he's quiet.

| glanceto the Sdefrom timeto time, see hislips doing pushupsin and out, and keep quiet. If he's
thinking that hard, | doubt it's about whether we can get the dean to accept an anthropology credit in
place of aphilosophy one or whether | can test out of the remaining language requirements.

The weather's not too bad, and at about eight in the evening | pull Mr. Wyse's big pandl van into the
parking lot of the gpartment complex near campuswhere | have my digs. Thelot ishaf empty, traces of
snow clinging to the empty spots showing that most of the student residents haven't yet returned from
holiday.

Ominoudy, though, severd cars are clustered near my building. One has abumper sticker that
reads "My Other Car isaBroom." A second'slicense plate says"WZRD." A third, abeat-up little
sedan, islacking these embe lishments, but looks vagudy familiar. After amoment | redlize why—it's
Lucy'scar.

Mr. Wyseturns his pale gaze on me.

"It ssems you have company,” he says so dryly that | redize that thisisasurpriseto him, too.

"Well," | reply, determined not to show how scared | redlly am, "you did say thiswould be a pop

quiz."

They'rewaiting insde my gpartment. That doesn't redlly surprise me—after dl, it's cold outside and
magic can make minor obstacles likelocks no obstacle at al. What surprises meistheflare of anger |
fed. Thisviolation of my space seems a prefiguring of what they plan to do to me, a casud dismissal of
my rights.

| manage to keep my coal, at least on the surface, but | wouldn't be surprised if none of them are
fooled. Mr. Wysg, at leadt, is not. He looks back over his shoulder—I'd gestured him through the door in
front of me—and gives me awarning look.

| don't say anything, don't even nod, just try to summon up that deepy cam that had been so
habitua afew days before. It comes easily, maybe because thisis the place where | first learned to
cultivateit. As| turnto inspect my guests, | fedl alot closer tothemel like being.

My guests number five: three women, two men. One of the men | recognize right off—adightly
bent, wiry little man who affects a cane and a scruffy, completely inadequate beard. He goes by the craft
name Lord Whatsis. | happen to know that hisreal nameisthe much lessimpressive Dicky Jones.

The other man and two of the women are strangers. The third woman—astout, rather heavyset
woman of obvious Hispanic extraction—seems familiar, but for amoment | can't place her. Then
memory and car come together, and | realize who she must be. | haven't ever met her, but... A
gpontaneous grin lights my faceand | thrust out my hand.

"Y ou must be Lucy'smom," | say, folding her warm hand in mine. " She talks about you dl thetime.
Y ou'rethe curandera, right?'

Mrs. Sanchez smiles back at me.

"Better curandera than bruja," she answerswith adight chuckle, automaticaly trandating in casel
don't know the Spanish terms. "Better a good witch—a hed er—than abad witch. 7'

| nod. Her words are underlaid with amusica Spanish accent, something Lucy lacksentirely. |
wonder at that, filing it away as something to ask. Suddenly I'm struck by how little I've bothered to learn
about people—like Lucy— who | consider my closest friends. I've been content to know them in the
context of their relationship to me, but haven't bothered to learn much about their lives beyond where we
meet

A chill twissmy guts. Isthis part of that failure to learn my scholarship board had detected?



| don't havetimeto think further. Lord Whats's, stuffy and affected, has risen from hischair and is
waiting to introduce the remaining three.

"In order to be completely fair and unbiased, this examination board was drawn from both the local
areaand from outside.

Mr. Wysg, gtill standing afew pacesinsde my front door, clears histhroat in protest.

"Dick," hesays, "l redlize there's a certain advantage to taking the candidate off-balance, so | didn't
say anything, but sinceit's clear you're not launching immediately into the test, how about giving Danny
and me amoment to take off our coats and get comfortable.”

Lord Whatsisfrowns, but he can't deny the reasonableness of Mr. Wyse'srequest. Therésan
intermission of maybe fifteen minutes while we get settled. Someone—I'd bet anything it was Lucy'smom
and maybethe guy | don't know yet—brought refreshments. | have the makingsfor coffee.

By thetime Lord Whatss starts again, we're dl alot more relaxed and the ar in my apartment,
rather than smelling stale and flat, iswarm with the scent of fresh-brewed coffee and rich chocolate cake.

"Thisexamination board," Lord Whats's says, beginning about where held |eft off, "was drawn from
both theloca areaand from outside. Mr. Wyseisdready familiar with al of them and has agreed asto
their fitnessto participate in thistest.”

Mr. Wyse, now comfortably ensconced in the huge recliner 1'd bought at a secondhand shop so
he'd be comfortable when he visited (though I've got to admit it makes agreat placeto watch TV or
read), nods around the room. He looks much happier with athick dab of chocolate cake balanced on a
plate in one hand and amug of coffee a one elbow.

"The gentleman on your right, Danny," Lord Whatd's continues, "is Gerard Ruvola Heisvidting
from Wyoming and has gracioudy given up part of hisvacation to be part of this."

Gerard Ruvolalooks exactly like my ideaof aski instructor. HE's big but lean, muscular without
being theleast bit bulky. Hisfair hair might have been bright gold once, but is now faded to a shade
somewhere between blond and white. As Lord Whatsis finishes speaking, Ruvolathrusts out a
long-fingered hand.

"Cdl meGerry," hesays.

"Sitting beside Gerry," Lord Whatsis says, clearly not liking the informdity, "isanew resdent to our
area. Sheiscaled Moonshine Y arrow."

Moonshine Y arrow—no way that's her real name—looksawhole lot lessflaky than her craft name
might indicate. She's of medium height, neither old nor young. Her silver hair is cropped in that short,
amost mannish cut that it seems about half the women I've seen get into when they get older. I'd bet
anything that when Moonshine Y arrow was young her hair flowed down past the middle of her back and
sheworetie-dye.

She doesn't offer me her hand, but her nod is polite and correct, not warm, but not cold either. |
settlefor afriendly bob of my head, not abow, a polite acknowledgment.

"Completing thecircle" Lord Whatsis says and something in histone saysthat even his pomposty is
impressed, "isIndiraYand. Like Gerry Ruvola, she'svigting from out of Sate.”

IndiraY ang isthe perfect movie Indian—not like Native American—Iike from the continent. She's
wearing ared sari embroidered with the colors of flame and even has a caste mark on her forehead. |
can't come close to guessing her age. Her long hair, swept up into some complicated knot, isjet black,
but her eyes hold wisdom that wasn't learned over any short period of time.

| don't look for Indira’Yans to put out a hand, but offer a deep bow so automatically that | don't
even fed weird about it. AsI'mrising fromit, | hear the ringing of bangles and see her dim brown hand is
extended toward me.

Shegnmiles

"Such old-fashioned manners" she says and her voice has that wonderful music that is British
English transformed by earsthat hear al the vowel s dightly differently than they're heard anywhere dse.

| don't have time to ponder this, for when her fingerstouch mine, theworld as| know it swirlsand



istransformed. | have neither time nor focusto think about what is happening to me, certainly no timeto
wonder or analyze. All | candoisreact, and react | do.

A fiddfilled with wildflowers, astream running down one edge spreading into a beaver pond
overflowing at the dam. Someoneis sprawled on the dam, hung up aong with the bits of drifting bracken
and trash.

Face up, though, face up, and | wade out into water so cold that it neuters me and immediately
removes my feet from congderation. Stumbling, | haul the person—aredly ugly mountain-man
type—onto the bank. He's breathing, barely, and | use artificia respiration first, but nothing in the modern
medicd kit isgoing towarmhimintime,

The meadow's damp, anyhow, | don't have anything with which | could kindle afire. Theresafire
in me, though, and | tap it, channel the hest into the man, fed satisfaction as color flows back into that
ugly face under that untrimmed grizzled beard.

A suburban shopping mal, the parking lot in the evening. A boy right on the edge of being aman.
He'slying on the ground, hisleg crushed and bleeding. A car has backed over it and the driver is standing
to one side dternately making panicked excuses—"God, | didn't seehim! | didn't see him!"—and
shaking the cell phone he holds next to one ear asif he can make someone answer hiscall faster.

| can seethat evenif his 911 call goesthrough in record time, it's going to be too late for the boy.
Craft rules, drilled into us until we're ready to vomit, say that you don't use your Talent where anyone can
see you, where anyone will know. If | do, I'm destined for review, for censure, maybe some huge
pendty. If | dont, thisboy isgoing to die.

| knedl down and wrap my fingers around that bloody mess, willing the veins and arteriesto mend,
the wordt of the fracturesto close. Energy flows out of me even as the blood does out of the boy. Still, |
can fed my Tdent working. Hell makeit.

If I'm lucky, they'll say it wasamiracle.

That same parking lot. Evenin my vague, dream State | fed dightly confused, like someone has
made amistake.

I'm coming out of the mall, my armsfull of packages. In the back of my mind I'm awarethat it'slate
and the placeis pretty empty. I'm relieved when | hear the tapping of hard-soled shoes behind me and
see aman walking crisply toward his Mercedes Benz. | turn away to where my own car is parked.

Out of the corner of my eye | see a shadow loom slently from behind one of the concrete pylons, a
lithe figure, hand raised to strike, but not a me, at the man with the Mercedes. The mugger migudges
something out of my sight. Maybe he dipsin pooled ail or water, but his blow falls short and his
momentum brings him down onto the ground.

The man backs his Mercedes over the mugger'sleg. The boy'slegiscrushed. | run over, drawn by
the screams asif by an unbreskable nylon cord. As| dide to the pavement next to the boy, | see his
mugger'sweapon, atireiron. If held hit, hed have killed the man. For what? An expensive car, maybe?

| kned, thinking of the risk I'm taking, wondering if thisnasty, vicious cresture—thisweasd in
human form—isworth it. Then | wrap my hands around hisleg, willing theinjury away, feding my energy
drain from melikeit'sflowing down adrain, wondering dl the whileif I'm doing the right thing.

It'sdark, perfectly dark. Wet, close, and warm. A contradictory sense of silence and noise. My
earsfed closed, like when you fold the lobesto plug them, but I'm still aware of noise, arhythmic
beating— ub-dub, lub-dub—and a gurgling, and other sounds not so easy to define, some close, some
muffled.

I'm being crushed. My head is being squashed so hard that my skull isbending. My neck is
scrunched and my chinisthrust into my chest. Forced by unseen pressures, my shoulders are twisted to



fit into an opening that istoo tight.

| stick in place and my panicked heart beats rapidly. | have an uncanny awareness of my own
innards—likethey'redl | redly know and dl | have ever known. With that awvareness| redlize that
something has burst aleak.

I'm being crushed, but thistimefrominside. A faint trickle of lifeisbeing fed to mefrom my center,
but what | need to carry that life through meisbroken.

Something within me ftirs. It'sa part of me that's been there, but, like so much of me, has never
been usead. It shifts, moving dong my interior landscape, trying to fix what's broken.

It almost succeeds, doesn't have enough energy. | reach back through me, to my center, to that
point wherelifetricklesinto me and pools, unable to feed my dying system because the way into my
heart is broken. | tap the pool. Thereisn't enough here. Enough to restore some energy, not enough to
mend the broken part.

Theré's more energy there, through that link. | course aong it, begin to suck...

A frozen moment. I'm two Dannys, the dying baby, the twenty-four-year-old. For thefirst time
since Indira offered me her dender hand, | am avarethat thisisatest.

Yetitisn't atest, not only. If | refuse to save that baby, | could diefor redl. That happensin
stuationslikethis. The body doesn't know what's ahalucination. To the body, thisisal too redl.

| don't want to die, but Danny-now redlizes what Danny-then had not. Just because | have the
ability, it'snot right to stedl life to preserve my own.

"What about salf-defense?’ something in me argues.

"Who's attacking?' | respond. "That pain-racked young woman who thinks that in afew minutesthe
pain will have vanished and shelll hold her baby in her arms? I's she attacking?”

"Sheld want meto live," that other part argues. "Mothers dways want their babiesto live."

"Weéreloang him! Werelosng him!™
| don't redlly understand the words, but | understand the panic. Lifeisthere, right on the other side
of theumbilica cord.

Thistime, | don't reach upit. Thistime, | die.

"Werelosing him! Werelosng him!™

It'sMr. Wyseg'svoice. | hear acrash as an end table goes over, fed asplash of coffee lukewarm
againg my cheek. From al sides there's a confused babble of voices, cutting throughit dl, athin, wailing
chant.

Someoneis pounding on my chest. Eveninmy pain, | redize that mere CPR isn't going to be
enough. Then ahand, impossibly hot, gragps my wris. | fedl raw energy in that touch, even recognize the
technique. It'sa curandera onethat Lucy has often borrowed. Mrs. Sanchez istrying to feed me energy,
trying to jump-start a heart that believesit hasdied.

Likethe CPR, it isn't going to be enough. My Tdent clamorsto snake up through that warm
contact, to borrow more power. Mrs. Sanchez is stronger than my mother. She can spare the power.
She'strying to bring me back. Isthere anything wrong with helping her?

| don't know, but | don't want to take the risk. Once again, | die.

Death has many faces. Theresthat classic, the cowled skeleton. Theresa cute girl with Egyptian
eyes. There'sapale woman in evening dress, a crocodile monster with dripping fangs, awithered old
man with aragged beard, awoman with four arms, infinite others. The faces and forms buzz pagt, like the
images on playing cards bardly glimpsed when you shuffle,

When the shuffling stops, Desth has my face. | dwaysknew hedid. After dl, didn't my life begun



with adeath?

Danny-Degth leans back against awall and studies me. HE's wearing my lesther jacket, but then, so
am |. His hands are thrust into the pockets. Mine are resting limply in my lap.

"Want to go back?' he asks.

| don't need to ask where. | know. He's offering melife.

"Sure," | say with acasuaness| don't fed.

"You'll need to abide by therules | set," Danny-Desath says, "and sometimes do my bidding. Not
everyone can be saved. Hard asit isfor theliving to believe, sometimes degth isamercy.”

| nod. I liketheideaof rules. | can guess what form they might take. Hedl those you can if you can
do it without harm to themselves or to others. Soothe those who arein crisis. Maybe borrow alittle
power, but only when you aren't going to cause more harm. Thet last one seemsahit ethically gray, but
I'm surel can learn the refinements. .

"Nameyour rules" | say.

Desth smilesmy own despy smile.

"No rules but the one," he says, "and that's not arule, only areminder. Remember death isn't the
worgt thing that can happen, and use your giftsto sustain the living when you can't save the dying.”

"That'sit?' | ak, gppdled. "l want..."

"More," Death interrupts. "I know, but you can't have more. The Tdent isyours, soisits guidance.
Y ou can learn from others, but ultimatdly the decisons—as with the Taent itself—bel ong to you done.
Stll want to live?"

For amoment I'm not at dl certain. Dying was terrifying, but it ssemsawholelot easier than facing
alifefilled with decisons—like coasting aong in collegeisawhole ot easer than graduating. . .

"Sure" | manageagrin. "Il giveitatry.”

"He's coming around!™

Thevoiceis Gerry Ruvalds, and thejoy and relief init isso greet that | fed mysdf tearing up. The
hands that have been thumping on my chest stop their rhythm. A warm ear surrounded by silky hair
presses against my chest. | don't need the spicy scent of some exotic perfumeto tell methat it'sIndira
Yand.

"Heart rateisnorma once more," she says, those sultry accents making her clinical pronouncement
sound likeaspell.

"And hislife energy isgrowing stronger,” say the very different accents of Mrs. Sanchez. "Thank
God!"

They lift me up onto the sofathen, spoon hot milk into me, take turnswatching me. One a atime
they file off into my study. | don't need to be told that Lord Whatsisisin there dong with Mr. Wyse,
reviewing my test results.

I'm not redlly surprised when Lord Whatsis comes out and announces, admost more to the others
than to me, that I've passed. He leavesimmediately afterward.

The others depart over the next half hour or so, each stopping to chat for abit. None are as cool as
Lord Whatsi's, though their moods vary from guilty rdlief that | pulled through (Moonshine Y arrow) to a
sort of bluff welcome to the club manner (Gerry Ruvola). Mrs. Sanchez isthe last to go, and when | ask
if I can comevist her and maybe learn something of curandera ways, she smilesawarm welcome.

"I will make enchiladas,”" she promises. "And Luciawill be so glad to see you.”

Theré's something so knowing in her laughing brown eyestheat | have the grace to blush.

Onething redly bothers me, though. Each of the board members had told me what part he or she
had in designing the tests. Not one of them had admitted to coming up with the Desth-thing, even though
it had been the most decisive test from my point of view.

| look over at Mr. Wysewho, now that I'm comfortable, has settled into the lounge chair again, a



fresh cup of coffee and anew dice of cake near at hand.

"So what was your part?' | ask. "I know that Gerry was responsible for the drowning mountain man
and that Lord Whats's, Moonshine Y arrow, and IndiraY ans collaborated on the two-part mall story. |
was surprised to learn that Mrs. Sanchez came up with the flashback—that was brutd "

"Heders often need to be brutal,” Mr. Wyse says. "To answer your question, | didn't design any of
thetest. | was the moderator only. How could | be more? Y ou have been in my charge for ten years
now. | am hardly unbiased.”

| stareat him, but thereé's no guile in those pae eyes, no deception in that smooth round face.
"Oh, my God," | say. "l redlly died.”
Mr. Wyse stares a me, but | don't have any answersfor him, just as Death had no answersfor me.



