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CHAPTER ONE

On a Wednesday
evening in the middle of May, Gideon Sunday opened his pantry door,
took one step over the threshold, and shrieked.

All things considered, the reaction was a
natural one even for a not-quite-middle-aged man who used to play
football for a living, and he wasn't the slightest bit ashamed when
he jumped back into the kitchen and slammed the door, put his back
to it, and closed his eyes as tightly as he could. After all, he
had only gone in there to fetch a jar of his late sister's plum
preserves, a perverse treat to cap the end of a dismal and rainy
evening. Seeing the rear wall of his small New Jersey home
unceremoniously replaced by something so monotonously pastoral that
it would test the soul and sanity of any human being was, to say
the least, rather unexpected.

The shriek, then, was justified.

And that, he thought as he opened his eyes
slowly and was reassured by the familiar sight of the
stainless-steel sink with its dripping cold-water faucet, is what I
get for tampering with tradition.

Normally, instead of being in the kitchen at
this hour in the first place, he would have been in the living
room, where he would have opened a bottle of mediocre but
serviceable liquor, sat in front of the portable black-and-white
television, and watched an old movie while he read the sports
sections of the local and national newspapers and tried to figure
out the daily crossword puzzle. Having not seen his name yet again
in any of the sports sections' syndicated columns, and having given
up on the crossword but not the liquor, he would have made himself
satisfactorily sleepy by ten, would have gone to bed by ten-thirty,
and would have been asleep by eleven, forgetting, for the nonce,
the unpleasantly undeniable fact that he was slumping dangerously
into his ninth consecutive month of unemployment.

Tonight, however, as he was changing into his
pajamas after mowing the lawn by moonlight to get a jump on his
neighbors, who consistently woke him at dawn with their own
trimming and gardening, he had come across an old wallet-sized
photograph of his sister, lying at the bottom of his jewelry case.
It had been taken at the Jersey shore when she was twenty-four, ten
years before her death. She was beautiful, her cockeyed smile
defying the camera's attempts to freeze it into a wooden snapshot
pose. He had held it for quite some time, remembering, before
deciding that in her honor he would break down and break open some
of her godawful preserves, make some toast, and toast her
memory.

She would have appreciated that—he had never
touched the stuff while she was alive.

But now even that bit of solace had been
taken from him.

After testing the pantry doorknob several
times to be sure nothing untoward would happen when he moved, he
passed a harsh knuckle across his eyes, sat at the kitchen table,
and stared at the door.

It didn't seem to have changed since the last
time he'd seen it. He wasn't in the wrong house because he
recognized it the moment he came into the room. And behind its
peeling but still presentable white surface were hundreds of
memories of his mother and father, his sister, his childhood... and
a meadow that didn't belong there.

The memories he could deal with; they were so
ordinary he often used them to put himself to sleep when he
struggled with bouts of insomnia.

It was the meadow that threw him.

It's got to be the preserves, he told
himself. Just the thought of ingesting them had probably triggered
a subtle chemical reaction which had, not surprisingly, induced
hallucinations in an already weary brain.

He sat for ten minutes.

The door didn't change.

He wondered if the hallucination might have
been brought on by the fact that he was worrying himself grey over
finding a new job before the generous but not bottomless
inheritance from his sister ran out. What he had seen might be the
perfectly logical result of wish fulfillment on the part of a
desperate man, a piercing and not inexplicable desire to escape to
an untroubled world where he was not bothered by the realities of
feeding, housing, and clothing himself.

There were not, as he had unhappily
discovered, many lucrative or even marginally pleasant positions
available in the real world for a professional football player
whose team franchise had been disbanded. All but eight of the team
members and coaching staff had been gleefully and cheaply swallowed
up by other organizations within a month of the announced
dissolution; four of the remaining players went into insurance, one
found hope in men's shoes, one married a senator, and the seventh
opened a sports bar in Kansas City.

He, however, the seldom used backup to the
backup quarterback, discovered that his average physical skills and
tendency to bruise before the ball was hiked prevented him from
being asked to tryouts even for the semipros, while his liberal
arts degree in ancient history, cum laude graduation
notwithstanding, wasn't worth the fake lambskin it was printed on
in today's high-tech, low-literacy market.

He sat for ten minutes more.

The door still didn't change.

He considered the remote possibility that he
had mistakenly thought the postage-stamp backyard he had known for
over three decades was a meadow. It was an idea that might have
been convincing, had he not then looked over his shoulder at the
clock over the sink and seen that it was only twenty-four minutes
shy of ten.

Either the moon was damned bright for this
time of night, or he was still in his easy chair, sleeping and
dreaming.

"Hey!" he said, smiling at himself.

Speculation was worthless if one only
speculated and never acted.

With a determined squaring of his shoulders,
he walked around the table and put his hand on the knob. He tilted
his head and listened. He kicked the door lightly, once.

Then he flung it open and stood boldly on the
threshold.

The shriek this time was more like a squeak.

On the left and
right pantry walls were the white-painted shelves that held his
fading larder; the narrow floor was still a pale
green-and-red-checked linoleum; and the back wall where the window
used to be, looking out on the backyard, was gone.

So was the backyard.

"All right," he said, stepped back, and
closed the door a second time.

He rubbed his eyes methodically with the
heels of his hands, went to the sink, splashed water on his face,
and dried it with a succession of harsh paper towels. He drank out
of his palm. Then he walked into the living room, opened the
cabinet under the stereo turntable, and pulled out the bottle of
scotch he had given himself on his birthday, three months ago.
This, he knew, would solve nothing and most likely only add to his
confusion; on the other hand, it might provide him with the
stimulus necessary to face whatever it was that had invaded his
pantry.

He eyed the level of the bottle, nodded, and
returned to the kitchen. A deft twist of his fingers had the top
off; a deft turn of the wrist filled his mouth; a swallow made him
bold once again.

His next move was not unlike the only thing
he did better in the league than anyone else—the "last second, the
team's behind and we need a score" Hail Mary play. He had been
known, on more than one spectacular occasion, to throw a ball over
a hundred yards when he was feeling particularly pressed by
approaching tacklers; he was also known for not always being able
to put it where he aimed it.

A bold desperation play that once in a while
even worked.

Gideon flung open the door.

"Incredible," he said when he saw the meadow
waiting.

He took another drink, rather larger than the
first, and decided to investigate; what the hell, you only live
once, and who knows what the morrow may bring. He propped the
pantry door open with his chair, the table, and the portable
dishwasher. A run to the hall closet got him a baseball bat since
he didn't own a gun.

A sudden and embarrassing thought occurred to
him, and he opened the back door to look out at the yard. It was
there, it was dark, and it wasn't anything like a meadow.

"Nuts," he said.

Then he turned off all the lights, set the
bat on his shoulder, and walked into the pantry.

"Calm," he ordered himself when his knees
threatened to turn the rest of him around. "Think of it as an
adventure."

He took a deep breath, sneezed, and put out a
hand—no glass, only warm, summer-like air that caressed his palms
and made his fingers curl in anticipation of a nymph's kiss.

"So far so good."

He withdrew the hand, examined it for signs
of rotting or alteration, then inserted a foot through to the grass
and tested the ground—firm, slightly damp, the grass coming softly
to his ankles and twinkling with a dew that should have evaporated
shortly after dawn.

He retreated, thinking he was pressing his
luck and shouldn't stick out his neck. Further examination was
necessary before he went any farther.

He held out the bat and waited for laser
beams to char it.

He called out a "Hello!" to see if the
natives were responding.

He searched for large, ominous shadows on the
grass that would indicate someone lurking suspiciously just to the
side of his peripheral vision.

He pressed himself against the righthand
shelves and squinted into the bright sunlight beyond, half hoping
he could spot the tops of the screens on which the scene was
painted, or the lights that passed for the sun, or the wind machine
hidden just around the side of the opening.

The meadow was, he judged, several hundred
yards wide, equally as long if not longer, and marked by gentle
undulations of the ground which gave it a vaguely sea-like
appearance. It was surrounded by a dense forest of towering pine,
which he could smell disturbingly clearly. Directly ahead, beyond
the forest, was a range of high mountains, peaks hazed by distance.
There were flowers in colorful abundance, a few darting insects
that made no attempt to fly into the pantry, and a flock of dark
birds wheeling about in the sky.

He shook his head with a disgusted groan.

"This," he said, "is crazy."

He turned around immediately, went back into
the kitchen, moved the chair and the table and the dishwasher back
into their places, put the bat on the table, closed the door, and
went to bed.

In the morning he would get the preserves.
When he was sober.

But sleep refused to come when he wanted it.
He spent several minutes punching at the pillow, rearranging the
covers, stretching stiffly in order to relax more fully, punching
the pillow again, and counting black-faced sheep. None of it
worked. He went into the bathroom and took a drink of water,
examined his eyes for signs of age lines, his neck for signs of
sagging, his chest and arms for signs of deterioration—not, he told
himself glumly, that he was all that marvelous a physical specimen.
He was, in proportion, like his abilities as a player—adequate. He
was a nice guy who tried to talk tacklers out of hitting him and
never once argued with a ref about a lousy call.

He grinned at himself, shook his head, and
returned to bed.

In more than one way he was relieved that he
had never become a star, or even a journeyman player. At least now
he didn't have scrambled brains, a destroyed knee, and a few fused
discs in his back.

All he had were zero prospects for the
future, and a meadow in his pantry.

Things, he thought, could hardly get
worse.

Unless, he thought further when he heard the
crash of crockery downstairs, someone has broken into the house and
is going to clean me out of my furniture, too.

He scrambled out of bed and moved silently
into the hallway, his head cocked as he listened, almost convinced
he had been dreaming when he heard it again—a plate dropping onto
the kitchen floor and shattering. Muffled footsteps. A soft
muttering.

Halfway down the stairs he paused and swore
when he remembered that he had left the bat on the kitchen table.
Quickly, he turned into the dining room at the bottom of the
staircase and picked up a vase from a corner table. Then he
returned to the foyer, listened again, and made his way down the
short hall.

The light was on.

He distinctly remembered turning it off.

He pressed against the wall and took a deep
breath, prayed the burglar wasn't armed, and rushed into the
room.

No one was there.

But the pantry door was open.

 



CHAPTER TWO

"That," Gideon
whispered, "is impossible. No way. I shut it. I know I shut
it."

He closed his eyes tightly to produce painful
sparks behind his lids, rubbed his free hand hard and fast over his
face to be sure he was awake and not still in bed having another
one of his unemployment nightmares, and opened them again, one at a
time and slowly.

The door was still ajar.

Definitely out of the question, he told
himself as he took a tentative step forward, changed his mind, and
stepped quickly back again; I simply don't do things like that.
Everybody knows that. I just don't.

Even his dead sister, who had been lovingly
tolerant about many things in his life—and had even politely called
them foibles instead of idiocies—had laughingly chided him more
than once about his meticulous attention to such details as closing
a door and turning out all the lights as soon as he left a room,
even if he was going to return in five minutes. And more than once,
she also tended to remind him not so laughingly, he forgot there
were other people still in there.

She, however, had been just as notorious at
home before she'd run away to California, and during her career,
for leaving her purses in restaurants, keys in the ignition, money
and credit cards in department stores, and five or six pieces of
luggage on airport carousels, then practicing her hysterics until
all items were recovered.

Gideon never listened to her.

Shortly after his mother died and left him
this house, he had been more than close to fanatical about making
sure all the doors and windows of his various apartments, homes,
and motel rooms were securely locked against all intrusion save the
eventuality of a determined tank in the outer hallway. It drove his
room and teammates crazy.

But it was, his mother had told him sternly
on too many occasions to mention, the only way to insure one's
tenuous safety against the encroaching viciousness of the
crime-ridden jungle engulfing the universe and driving all decent
people to Arizona. Do this, she offered, and you will never regret
it, though the hardships be great.

As a child he had performed the task out of
habit, his mother's teaching, and fear of his father's
large-buckled belt ominously hanging on a meat hook beside the back
door; as an adolescent he had done it because the nightly chore was
necessary for the Friday collection of his meager allowance so he
could go to the movies just to get out of the house; and as an
adult he had done it because he couldn't sleep until the ritual had
been completed.

So he was positive that, aside from the
improbability though not impossibility of divine intervention in
terms of his kitchen environs, he had closed the pantry door when
he had decided to go to bed.

Positive, however, did not account for what
he was seeing.

His first thought was to back stealthily into
the living room, find the telephone in the dark, and call the
police; his second was to cancel the first because he didn't think
he would be able to explain the meadow in his pantry or the empty
liquor bottle on the counter or the consequences of the empty
liquor bottle on his breath. Nor could he simply retreat to the
upstairs and pretend it hadn't happened since it obviously had or
he wouldn't be here now. Nor could he rush to any of his neighbors
for assistance since they never had appreciated his mowing by
moonlight, and besides he was obviously big enough to take care of
himself, being a football player and all; not, he recalled somewhat
bitterly, that they had ever asked for his autograph.

Despite the glare of the fluorescent light in
the ceiling, the doorway was filled with a soft golden glow.

His nose wrinkled and he shuddered when he
caught the distinct odor of pine.

Maybe, he thought, it's a poor lost deer or
some other meadow creature looking for food; and maybe the manager
of the Green Bay Packers will call first thing in the morning and
make you his starting quarterback next season, complete with a
record bonus, a new car, and options.

"Hell," he said.

Stuck then with the flimsy vase in his right
hand and no alternative but to proceed, he bolstered himself with
vengeful thoughts of the potential violation to his dead sister's
preserves and eased into the kitchen, following as best and as
silently as he could the contours of the refrigerator and the
dishwasher until he reached the pantry door.

He listened.

There wasn't a sound.

He tried to ignore the prickling that had
started to erupt along his spine and paid no attention to the fact
that the house wasn't talking anymore.

He listened again, leaning hard against the
wall as though he might be able to hear right through it, and swore
silently when he knew there was only one thing left to do.

Snatching up the bat in his left hand and
holding the vase over his head, he leaned swiftly around the frame
to expose the intruder in the act of doing whatever the act was,
holding his breath, his shoulders and stomach tightening as though
expecting a blow.

"Damn," he said, and lowered his arms.

The pantry was empty save for the can of pork
and beans on the floor; and the meadow was still there, cheery as
ever.

There was no sign of anyone, any thing, or
any distressing combination thereof; nor were there signs that
anyone had been in here since he had left over two hours ago.

Yet he knew he had shut the door, and he knew
he had heard the sounds of dishes breaking.

A slow turn of his head and a look to the
floor stopped him from giving in to the temptation of relief. Lying
in front of the sink was what remained of a plate that had been in
the drying rack since he'd washed up after dinner; a foot or so
away were two others in similar states of breakage, along with a
handleless cup and a chipped and cracked saucer.

The bat swung tightly at his side like a
spooked cat's tail.

He knelt to look under the table and saw only
more pieces of more dishes he could ill afford to replace even if
they had been less than a dollar apiece. It was, he thought as he
straightened, a crime for which someone is going to pay.

The refrigerator coughed on, and he spun
around, barely able to check his swing before the bat dented the
top.

"Take it easy," he told himself, patting the
appliance to make amends for his mistake. "Take it easy."

The vase he placed on the table as he walked
over to the back door and checked the lock, rattled the knob,
peered around the white curtains that covered the panes. The
backyard was still dark, the houses behind unseen.

He examined the high window beside it and
discovered the lock still in place; he checked for telltale signs
of little people or expert illegal contortionists in the cupboards
over and under the counters; and, as long as he was at it, he
checked the oven and the refrigerator and thanked the ceiling for
the fact that the house had no cellar.

He closed the pantry door because the golden
glow was making him nervous. It had occurred to him fleetingly that
he might go in there and check the meadow as well, for a clue to
whatever was happening here tonight. That was discarded. Coward or
not, he would just as soon not know.

And when he was positive he was alone, he
tapped the bat thoughtfully against his left palm. This, he
reminded himself, was not the only room in the house. And in the
time it had taken him to get down here, whoever it was might have
even fled out the front door, giggling to his friends about the
fool he had made of the sucker who lived alone in the house and
never came out except at night, to mow the lawn.

And maybe not.

The meadow aside, the idea of calling the
police and letting them do all the work was becoming increasingly
seductive, even if they would eventually question his sobriety and
his pantry decor. Unfortunately, there was no phone extension in
the kitchen, and once again he couldn't count on his neighbors for
help.

"Gideon," he muttered, "you'll never get some
sleep if you don't get your ass in gear."

Thus inspired, he moved cautiously down the
hall toward the living room, aware that he had not put on slippers
and that the floor where it wasn't covered by throw rugs was
skin-tighteningly cold, the constant jumping of his nerves
promising to make his calves cramp.

He slowed even further, his breathing more a
faint hissing, and dropped into a slight crouch and raised the bat
for a quick and devastating strike to his opponent's kneecaps when
he reached the foyer and looked to his right.

The lights were out, but the waning moon was
still bright enough to cover the few pieces of furniture in
shimmering silvered grey, to put unpleasantly shifting shadows in
the mouth of the fireplace, and to show him that unless the
intruder was substantially smaller than the average midget, there
was no one here, either.

He double-checked the dining room, just to be
sure they weren't hiding under the table or in the china closet,
and tried the front door, which was still locked from the
inside.

He frowned and scratched the side of his
neck.

A board creaked overhead.

It was entirely possible, he thought as he
stared glumly at the ceiling, that his night visitor—who seemed now
to be less dangerous than intriguing—had hidden in the living room
until he had gone into the kitchen, then left the living room to
run furtively upstairs into either of the bedrooms or into the
bathroom as soon as his back was turned. Unless he or she or they
found the stairs to the attic and went up there instead, though it
was little more than a crawlspace and held nothing of interest to
even the most myopic of thieves.

In that case, his search was not yet
finished.

In that case, he ought to stop trying to be a
hero and call the goddamned police and be done with it.

Another board creaked.

Remember, Gideon, he told himself, the meadow
and the bottle; that kind of publicity you do not need when you're
trying to make a comeback.

Of course, it could be just the house.

For as long as he had known it, it had talked
to itself at night, groaning and settling and releasing its warmth,
shifting and shrinking and snapping as it contracted with the
night's chill; the floorboards made noises all the time, even under
the carpets, not to mention the walls and a couple of the ceilings,
especially when a good wind was blowing and the eaves found their
voice.

The fireplace and its flue were a veritable
orchestra of whistles and moans, and when the furnace turned on;
the ducts added a basso blowing that even reached into the
closets.

A board cracked.

On the other hand, he thought, I could just
be stalling because I'm in a bathrobe and bare feet and carrying a
baseball bat for protection against god knows what that's creeping
around my house.

There was nothing else to do, again, and he
headed for the staircase, moved up as quietly as he could, and when
he reached the second floor decided that boldness was the best way
to keep the intruder off guard.

He stepped into the spare bedroom and
switched on the light, looked under the bed, the dresser, and in
the tiny closet—they were empty; he stepped into the bathroom and
switched on the light, threw back the shower curtain, checked under
the sink, and shook his head when he found himself staring at the
toilet's water-tank lid; he hesitated before stepping into his own
bedroom and switching on the light—it was getting personal now, and
he was beginning to feel like ten kinds of a fool.

But when he did, it was empty.

The door to the attic was closed, and
locked.

"Gideon," he said, "you have earned a rest.
Put the stupid bat away and forget this ever happened."

Something moved downstairs.

With a revelatory snap of his fingers, he
realized he must be drunk. Not nearly four sheets to the wind, not
by a long shot, but at the very least struggling with a good-sized
pillowcase. Four good, healthy swallows in his tired and forlorn
condition could very well have caused an interruption of rational
thought, a short-circuiting of reality perception, and a muzziness
that began to make him feel as if he were wading through wet
cotton. That would do it, no question about it, and the only
logical solution would be to get back into bed, sleep, and sort it
all out in the morning, when he wasn't jumping at every shadow that
moved in every corner.

It wouldn't be the first time he had done
something stupid after drinking; it would be the first time he was
glad of it, though.

Someone, or something, knocked the vase off
the kitchen table.

"Well, Jesus," he said angrily, and took the
steps down two at a time, ran down the hall, and barely stopped
himself in time from slicing his bare feet open on the pieces of
vase that lay jagged on the floor.

"You know," a voice said behind him, "this
isn't getting us anywhere."

Gideon shrieked.

 



CHAPTER THREE

Nimbly treading a
fine line between bolting for the back door and skipping over the
shards of crockery and pottery on the floor, Gideon stumbled
backward until a chair caught him behind his calves. He sat
heavily. The baseball bat dropped unnoticed from his hand, and most
notions of imprecations were driven away by the sight of the woman
standing in the hall shadows.

When his lungs started working again and his
heart slowed down, he swallowed and said, "I haven't got anything.
You're wasting your time."

She said nothing.

He peered at her and didn't see a gun. "You
can look around," he told her, "but like I said, you're wasting
your time. The most valuable thing I have is this bat, believe
me."

"I don't want anything, nothing that belongs
to you, that is," she said.

"Thank god."

"If you choose, go ahead."

Her voice was pleasant and soft, but oddly
strained. Though she remained in the hall, he could see she was
wearing some sort of plain long white dress with something gold
tied around her waist. He could not see her feet, nor could he see
more than a suggestion of her face. It was disconcertingly like
talking to a decapitated mannequin.

He waited.

She remained silent.

"Well?" he said.

The ghost-like figure stepped forward into
the light, and he couldn't for the life of him understand why she
would want to hide a face like that. Her eyes were wide and violet,
her eyebrows dark to match the dark of her hair; her cheeks were
full and flushed, her mouth naturally red, the whole destined to
plunge every cosmetics firm in the country into a depression.

And she was bleeding.

At first he had thought it was some sort of
decoration, there under her arm, just to the side of her left
breast. Then he realized the decoration was moist, red, and
spreading. He looked up and saw a faint glaze spreading over her
eyes.

"Damn," he said, and jumped to his feet.

She took a hasty step backward.

"But you're hurt!"

She looked at her wound as if seeing it for
the first time and nodded. "Yes, I suppose I am."

"But how?"

Her answer was a slight swaying that alarmed
him, though she showed no evidence of the pain she must have been
feeling.

Again avoiding the cutting edges on the
floor, he took her hand and, slapping on lights along the way,
guided her to the upstairs bathroom. She did not protest, and by
the time he had lifted her easily to the counter beside the basin,
she was leaning heavily against him. The pain was there now, and it
made her look far too old for her years.

"Look," he said, fumbling open the medicine
chest and staring inside, "I'm no doctor, but I know a little about
cuts and things because I was always getting cut and things." He
grabbed out tape, ointment, gauze, bandages, scissors, tweezers,
and his straight razor. He looked at the blood on her dress and
held his breath for a moment. "I think you'd better get to a
hospital. I don't have a car, but I can call a cab. Really, I—"

"Do what you can," she said flatly.
"Please."

"All right. But I'm afraid I'm not..."

The cloth, of some shimmering material far
softer and less slippery than the silk it resembled, would not part
when he tried to cut it away from the wound. He cursed, blushed,
then saw the line of lacing down her spine.

"We're going to have to..."

"Whatever you must," she said.

Gently he pushed her hair over one shoulder
and undid the lace's knot at the top of the dress. When the
material parted sufficiently, he eased it down over her shoulder
until her arm was free. She held the dress to her chest with her
right hand and lifted the arm.

"God almighty," he whispered.

It was more than a scratch. It was a
four-inch slash that ran across the ridge of one rib. He looked at
her in near panic, and she smiled back encouragement.

"It's crazy."

"It hurts."

He filled the basin with cold water, soaked a
towel, and used it to staunch the bleeding. When the wound was as
clear as he could get it, he realized it wasn't as deep as he had
thought; it was, however, unpleasant enough to make his stomach
queasy.

"I think you'll need stitches."

"Just do what you can."

"Sure."

After a deep breath he blew out in a rush, he
drenched several lengths of gauze with antiseptic and placed them
over the cut. She didn't wince, hiss, or try to slap his hand away.
Quickly and awkwardly, then, he taped the gauze in place, washed as
much of the blood away as he could from around the wound, and stood
back, his hands trembling as he tried to dry them on his jeans. His
breathing was shallow, and there was cold perspiration on his face
he patted off with a towel, and perspiration on hers he washed with
a face cloth.

"You're still going to need a doctor."

She examined the repairs by lifting her arm
high over her head, her other hand prodding at the tape and thick
gauze mound. Accordingly, her dress dropped away from her
chest.

"Oh my," he said, and being no fool took a
careful look before turning away modestly.

"It will do," she decided, and slipped her
arm back into its sleeve, slid off the counter, and turned for him
to relace the back.

He did, albeit reluctantly, aware that she
was watching him closely in the mirror.

"Gideon," he said, fumbling with the laces.
"Gideon Sunday."

"Glorian," she told him with an amused
smile.

"Pretty name."

"Yes."

His hand brushed over the drying blood, and
he grimaced and pulled away as soon as he was finished. She thanked
him with a nod and walked out of the room, forcing him to follow as
she returned to the kitchen and headed for the pantry.

"Hey, wait a minute! What about the doctor? I
can have a cab here before—"

She turned. "What are you talking about?
Aren't you coming with me?"

He blinked. He looked at the bat on the
floor, the glow in the doorway, and decided that this woman,
whoever she was, could not possibly be part of whatever his
sour-minded destiny had in store for him. She was, alas, nothing
more than a puzzling but nevertheless evident part of the nightmare
he was having, or the DTs he was suffering, or the letdown he was
feeling from finding no one in the house.

He leaned against the jamb and folded his
arms over his chest. "I don't think so."

She seemed suddenly bewildered. "What?"

"I said, I don't think so."

"But don't you want to help me?"

"With what?"

She gestured vaguely toward the pantry. "With
that. You know, the meadow."

He frowned and looked at her slightly
sideways for a new and perhaps more illuminating perspective. Then
he smiled. He grinned. And he laughed once and loudly.

"I get it!" he exclaimed happily. "By god, I
get it!"

Clearly impatient, and more bewildered than
ever, Glorian looked anxiously into the pantry, then back at him.
"What do you get?"

"This," he said, relief and a twinge of fear
battling to keep his voice unnaturally high. He coughed and cleared
his throat. "This is one of those Connecticut Yankee things, you
know what I mean? You get hit on the head, you wake up in a
different time and have all sorts of fantastic adventures, bring
modern technology to a medieval country, and then, just as you fall
in love with the heroine and you're going to live happily ever
after, you're sent back to where you came from. Or you wake up. Or
you come out of the anesthetic because you've been having a
terribly serious operation that means life or death to you, and you
work out all your fantasies and wishes while you're under, thus
saving yourself in more ways than one.

"Boy, am I stupid. I should have known."

Glorian stared at him. "You mean... are you
trying to tell me you don't think I'm real?"

"Of course you're real," he said earnestly,
failing miserably to keep a quivering smile from his lips. "But
you're not real here"—he rapped a knuckle against the wall
lightly—"you're real in here"—and he tapped a finger to his temple.
"It's a hell of a difference."

"You shit," she said.

The smile wavered.

She strode across the room and stood in front
of him, glaring until he wondered if perhaps he had made a slight
error in perception.

Then she punched him.

His head rebounded off the wall and she
punched him again, catching his chin just right. His hand came up
to stop her, but he missed her wrist and took the blow instead. His
knees buckled and he had to press his palms against the wall to
keep from sliding to the floor. Getting tackled was one thing;
getting slugged by a woman in a bloodstained dress was something
else again—a clear symptom that he had misjudged not only the
strength in her slender arms, but also the depths to which his
self-pity would sink in order to teach him some small measure of
humility and gracious behavior.

When his eyes cleared she was at the pantry
door again, hands on her hips. "I am Glorian," she said angrily,
"and I don't like being pushed around and laughed at."

Gingerly examining the condition of his face
with one finger, he managed an apologetic wince; in all his years
as a football player he had never once met a cheerleader who could
slug like that.

"Now if you're coming, come! If you're not,
go back to bed."

His tongue found a loose tooth; when he
swallowed he could taste a hint of blood. Wonderful, he thought
sourly; and tomorrow someone will call to give me an interview and
he'll ask me where I got the bruises on my jaw and I'll have to
tell him I got them from a woman who lives in my pantry.
Wonderful.

Glorian gave him a look of supreme disgust,
whirled around, and stalked into the pantry. He would have
followed, but there was still a stubborn part of his mind that
refused to believe he wouldn't wake up in the morning with a clear
face and a hangover. After all, that's what happened, in a way, to
Alice when she fell down the rabbit hole and ended up not playing
with a full deck of cards. The whole thing was standard Freudian
problem-solving and escapism, and while it might have been nice to
escape, he still had enough pride left, not to mention his sister's
legacy, to carry on a while longer before he gave in to—

Glorian screamed.

"Christ," he said wonderingly, "she's still
here."

He moved into the kitchen with every
intention of finding out what was wrong this time when Glorian,
still screaming, raced out of the pantry, shoved him aside, and
charged down the hall toward the staircase.

"Hey!" he shouted.

"Run!" she ordered.

"What?" he said.

And froze when he heard something he knew had
to be large and ugly topple the pantry shelves. Jars shattered,
cans cracked and thudded, and that same large ugly thing let loose
with a bellow that made him think of an oversized lion that had
just discovered its prey.

Glorian, from the relative safety of the
second floor, screamed at him again, but Gideon didn't move.

He had been afraid before on many occasions,
and he was afraid now as he saw the gold glow in the doorway
blotted out; but he was also getting a little annoyed at the way
his house was being used as a traffic lane for fantasies. In fact,
as he reached out and picked up the bat, he was beginning to lose
his temper, which, as his sister had often despairingly told him,
was the one thing about him that made him somewhat undesirable
company for those who triggered it.

The wall shook and the refrigerator gurgled
off.

Using one foot as a brush, he pushed aside
the pieces of broken crockery he could see and eased his way toward
the door, keeping the table between him and whatever was trying to
bull its way through.

When he saw it, he decided that perhaps Glorian was
the wiser of the two.

It was much larger
than the tiny room it was trying to squeeze through—its head was
long and narrow on a thick stumpy neck, its eyes were set high and
were of a green so dark they were almost black, and its mouth when
it opened it to roar its anger again was filled with two rows of
teeth a tyrannosaurus would die for. It had horns that curved back
from its crown. It had two front legs that ended in claws that
gouged through the wood and linoleum as if they were paper. The
rest of it he couldn't see; it was wedged in the opening.

And it was black.

The black of winter midnights that
intensified cold and drew the warmth from a hearth and turned the
edges of dark dreams into the edges of dark razors.

It saw him, and it bellowed.

It tried frenziedly to push itself forward
and shook its head wildly from side to side, slamming it mindlessly
into the frame, cracking the wood, spilling chunks and flakes of
plaster onto the floor.

Gideon's mouth dried, his heart stopped, and
he knew that if he stood there one more minute, his bowels were
going to loosen and his stomach was going to empty.

It bellowed again, and a lone jar fell from
what remained of the bottom shelf. It rolled into the kitchen and
the creature opened its mouth, flicked out a tongue as thick as a
man's thigh, and scooped it up, crushed it in a curl, and let the
preserves drip between its teeth like slow-moving blood.

Gideon lost his temper.

His pantry, his kitchen, and now his dead
sister.

He didn't give a damn now if he were dreaming
or not, if he had been thunked on the head or not; he had had
enough of it, enough of every damn thing, and he shoved the table
aside, raised the bat over his head, and brought it down squarely
between the black beast's eyes.

It bellowed in pain and tried to draw back,
changed its mind, and tried to get him with its tongue.

He struck it again, cracking several of its
teeth, struck a third time, and a fourth, and heard bone splinter,
heard leathered skin split, heard screams he wasn't sure were his
or its. But now that he had started all he could do was swing and
dodge the teeth and the tongue, and swing again without thinking
about what he was doing.

It bellowed.

He bellowed back.

It became the failure of providence to give
him more than ordinary skills as a player; it became the failure of
the world to give him his due; it became the crush of futility, the
anger at a sister who had left him too soon; and it became the
image of himself, waiting for fortune to knock on the door, hold
out the silver tray, and present him with his millions.

The bat splintered.

The jagged edges dug into the creature's now
bloodied and ragged head, making it more difficult after each swing
for Gideon to retrieve it.

The head sagged, and he moved closer,
stabbing now in a frenzy that made him dizzy, made his eyes close,
made him finally stagger backward and fall on the floor, legs
splayed and trembling, arms limp in his lap.

A crashing, then, nails screeching out of
wood and metal, and when he looked up he saw the pantry empty, and
the meadow clear beyond.

He heard a sound to his left and barely had
the strength to move his head around.

"Damn," Glorian said. "Boy, you don't fool
around."

 



CHAPTER FOUR

"I want you to know
before you even try to explain that I'm still not convinced," he
said.

"What do you have to do?" she asked.
"Die?"

They were in the living room, moving there at
his request since he didn't want to have to look at the carnage in
the kitchen anymore. He didn't turn on the lights, only opened the
curtains more to catch the last of the moon and a glimmer of
streetlight. She sat in his favorite armchair, her long legs curled
comfortably beneath her, the hem of the white dress pulled demurely
around her ankles. He lay exhausted on the couch, head on a lumpy
throw pillow, one arm limp over his eyes. His shirt was gone, his
boots and socks off, taken by a shaken Glorian, who had insisted on
bathing the odious blood from his face and chest, his arms and
hands. Miraculously, none of it was his, but he was too weary to
offer a thankful prayer for the favor.

"You really are stubborn, aren't you?"

He shrugged.

"If you want, I'll go out again and bring
back another."

"No!" he said quickly. "No. Just give me a
chance to get my breath back so I can think."

He inhaled deeply, feeling the pull of aching
muscles across his ribs, through his arms, along the backs of his
legs. There was the sting of several clumsily extracted splinters
that had lodged here and there when the bat had broken. There were
the bruises on his jaw where Glorian had hit him. And there
lingered in his nostrils the stench of the black beast, the smell
of its blood, its breath, the fear it induced.

His arm lowered stiffly, his legs hated him
for even thinking about moving, and he shifted to his side so he
could look at her without causing a cramp in his neck. And it
saddened him to think that at the moment he could not appreciate
how lovely she was.

"I hurt," he said with a wry smile.

"I know."

"It isn't going away."

"It will."

"Hurt in dreams doesn't last."

"I've noticed."

"What I mean is, if this whole thing isn't a
ridiculous dream and I'm not drunk and I haven't been clobbered
over the head and I'm not dead already and just waiting for someone
to take me where I'm supposed to go and it isn't some lousy
practical joke, then what the hell is it?"

She considered him for several long seconds,
enough to make him feel uncomfortable about watching her so
intently, before she slipped down off the chair and sat cat-like on
the floor beside him. She said nothing; she only hummed tunelessly
for a while before falling silent.

He shifted again. The moon was finally gone,
but the leaf-shrouded streetlamp outside gave him just enough light
to see the color of her eyes, and the lines of her hair, and the
set of her mouth while she thought and touched his hand.

"Are you a princess or something?" he asked
finally.

She gave him a look: knock it off, this is
serious.

"I mean, are you here to... that is, are we
talking about going on some grand quest to find a magical talisman
that will save your... country from destruction or something?"

She gave him the look again.

"Oh."

It was evident she had no idea how to say
what she had to say, and just as evident that when she said it she
knew he wouldn't believe her. And he probably wouldn't because, in
spite of her touch, he didn't believe it himself.

The problem was, he couldn't rid himself of
the image of the creature in the next room, the battering it took,
and the very real blood that was still on the floor.

"Try me," he said.

"I can take care of myself," she said by way
of prologue.

"I wouldn't doubt it."

"But I can't do this alone."

"I gathered that."

"I need someone who can... well, fight a
little, talk a little, think a lot." She stirred and held up a
finger to prevent his interruption. "Now you're asking yourself,
Why you? Why, of all the people in the world, your world, should I
pick you for this job? What demonstrative qualities do you, Gideon
Sunday, have that are so unique that I am willing to risk my life
to contact you and bring you back with me? What is there about you
and your existence—"

"Stop," he said, pushing himself into a
sitting position. "I don't know if I want to know the answer to all
those burning questions."

She smiled. "That's good, because I don't
have any."

He was suddenly disappointed. "You
don't?"

"No."

He couldn't help himself. "Then why?"

"Chance," she said with a shrug.

"What? You're kidding."

"No," she said. "I'm not kidding."

"Damn. That's not very flattering, you
know."

"It wasn't meant to be."

His smile twisted, but he kept silent.

"There is little personal control over the
Bridges, you see," she explained. "In fact, there's barely any at
all that I'm aware of. When it seems as if you need one badly
enough, they happen. Most of the time, that is. And then you either
choose to go across, or to ignore it. If you ignore it, it lifts,
as it were, and can't be summoned again for whyever you got it in
the first place. If you cross, you have to hope that there's a
reason why it is where it is, and you also have to hope you can
figure it out fast enough to do you some good if it isn't
immediately evident. And if what you need is in fact on the other
side, then all you have to do is bring it back and hope that it
will take care of things for you. It doesn't always, though.
Sometimes it's a mistake. Sometimes it's deadly. And sometimes
everything works out just fine. There's no telling. No telling at
all."

"Chance?" he said when he thought he had
untangled everything she'd said. "You mean, I'm a random
choice?"

"Not a choice," she told him. "An event."

"Oh. I'm an event."

"Yes."

"And now you have to decide if I'm right for
whatever it is you wanted the Bridge for, whatever that is."

"I already told you what it is."

"But you didn't tell me how it happens."

"Yes, I did."

"But..." He put his elbows on his thighs,
cupped his face in his hands, and rubbed at his temples, hoping
that if he rubbed hard enough, the pain would help him think, or
make her go away so he could go back to sleep and wake up
screaming. "But what you're saying, then, is that it's something
like... like magic."

"Sure. Something like."

"I don't believe in magic."

"You have a meadow in your pantry."

He had an idea. With a gesture that asked her
to stay where she was, he went to the front door, unlocked it, and
went outside. The night was cool, dark now that the moon had
finally set, and he shivered as he went down the steps and across
the small front lawn. The blades were cold, the dew colder still,
and he was hugging himself by the time he reached the side of the
house.

He stopped, looked at the high untrimmed
hedge that separated his house from the next, then stepped quickly
forward and turned right.

The house was
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