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Oh Lord, my name is Calvin, an’ Indian blood run through my veins.

Yeah, my name is Calvin Fargo, an’ Cherokee blood be pulsin’ in my veins.

I’ve had some wild adventures; seen an awful lot o’ wond’rous things.

Well, I got a friend in Georgia; David Kevin Sullivan be that boy’s name.

Got me a good, good friend in Georgia; David Sullivan be his Christian name.

Dave saw some lights one evenin’; an’ ever since he ain’t been quite the same.

Well, you know my buddy David? One day he went an’ got the Second Sight.

Yeah, you know my buddy David? He fooled around an’ got the Second Sight.

He saw the Faeries ridin’—an’ that gave him one mighty fright.

Werepossum Blues

words: Calvin McIntosh 

music: Darrell Buchanan


Prologue I: Song-Called

(Jackson County, Georgia—Monday, June 16—between midnight and sunrise)

That there was fog in Jackson County in the close, still hours before dawn was not, of itself, remarkable. Granted, it was almost summer, but that did not mean nights could not bring with them a hint of chill, especially in shady places like the wooded hollows off Lebanon Road ten miles south of Jefferson—especially when middle Georgia was always humid anyway, present clear sky and moonlight notwithstanding.

But something about this fog was different. It had appeared too abruptly, for one thing: easing up from the Middle Oconee in thick white tendrils like the wraiths of the legendary uktena-serpents of the Ani-Yunwiya, who had wrested this land from the Ani-Kusa and held it and farmed it and hunted it until the white men came with their endless lies and their empty promises and their worthless treaties. The Ani-Yunwiya—the Principal People—the Cherokee, as they were called in a tongue not their own—had long since departed, though: marched west in the van of Winfield Scott’s muskets. Yet their legacy still lingered, not merely in the pot shards and arrowheads that seeded the nearby riverbottoms, but in the very names of the waters that drained field and forest alike: Oconee, and—more remotely—the smaller stream that fed it: Bloody Creek, where the Ani-Yunwiya and the Ani-Kusa had fought one of their most sanguineous battles.

Both were at peace tonight, however, drowsing beneath a skim of white that grew denser and deeper and crept up the oak-snarled ridges with unseemly haste, as if it hurried to meet some urgent summons.

Perhaps it did.

It brushed granite boulders and enwrapped them, fingered red maples and clung to their trunks and dragged more of its heavy white mass up behind, then hooked other trees, other stones, and flowed deeper into the woods and across the first of the fossilized logging roads. A little farther on it snared a meadow: clover between stands of oak and hickory and loblolly pines. Two apple trees and three chestnuts grew there as late-season enticement for the whitetails that would be hunted in the fall from the tree stand looming above the mist like the crows’ nest of some becalmed vessel. Three teenage campers slept in it and whimpered when their dreams went suddenly grim and chill, while a fourth was abroad and furtive. His song floated through the nighted woods, low and a cappella, in a tongue of the Ani-Yunwiya that was too strong to be deadened by fog. Perhaps it was his singing which drew it.

Or maybe it came at the prompting of another who had sensed the boy’s need from a World away and responded by the only means it could, for where the white was thickest a deer appeared. It too was white—and not remotely mortal—but it smelled its humbler kindred about and summoned a yearling buck with the barks and grunts that were its language here in the Lying World. They traveled together for a while, and then came whistling death from the singer’s arrow and thanks for a life from a lucky hunter—but that was all according to the Law, and Awi-Usdi, the Little Deer, approved it.

The ground felt the blood, too; knew it seeping warm into the loam and clay as it drank it down. And the fog shrank back from that sudden heat, back through the trees, back over the campers and the red Mustang that had brought them, back down the hollows to the Middle Oconee River.

And back to Bloody Creek.

But it did not slide silent into the waters there. It lingered, cold and waiting, coiled around the mortarless piled stones of a long-abandoned bridge abutment—bound, perhaps, by something that was not quite done with the secrecy it afforded. And then that something moaned as if in pain, there where the fog had curdled longest, and then the mist abated.

But in its wake, a thing moved in the land for the first time in countless ages. And that thing too was singing…


Prologue II: Wheels Within Wheels

(Walhala, Galunlati—high summer—early morning)

Hyuntikwala Usunhi—Uki, as he was sometimes called in the Lying World—sat cross-legged on the southern spoke of his Power Wheel and stared at the amorphous, fist-sized crystal he had fixed precisely at the juncture of the four radiating strips of dark gravel that marked the cardinal directions and stretched ten arm spans back to the rim, where they terminated in lightning-blasted trees of diverse colors, not all of them natural. The circle of sand beneath those spokes was most times white as salt—as perfectly white as Uki’s own hairless skin (though he was not an albino)—but Nunda Igehi’s first hot, pulsing light now tinged both with a wash of the red that was Power Color of the East. There was no wind, and it would not have disturbed a grain had there been any; but the odors of cedar and laurel—plants of vigilance—floated delicately across the clearing from where they both guarded and framed this Place of Power.

And still Uki sat unmoving.

He was naked except for a white doeskin loincloth that bore beaded patterns of lightning bolts, and for the twin golden uktena-bracelets that coiled around his muscular biceps. His black hair hung unbound down wide shoulders to brush the ground. His right index finger still oozed blood from where he had pricked it to awaken the crystal.

And longer yet he lingered.

It was probably not wise to use the ulunsuti so, he told himself, not prudent to empower it as often as he lately had to spy between the Worlds, great need or no. Those who minded the World Walls might become capricious and show him things that were not—or reveal pasts or futures in the guise of the present and so confound him. Time was not a constant thing between the Worlds: this much Edahi, his mortal apprentice, had taught him; as Uki had instructed the lad in turn about many other things he hoped would do him good in the Lying World. But that bit of knowledge confused far more than it clarified.

Adawehiyu, they called to him: very great magician. But what did anyone know? All magic gave you was awareness of the immensity of your ignorance.

Well, not all.

Magic had gained Uki sovereignty over the weather here in Walhala.

Magic had given him allies in the Lying World for the first time in almost two hundred cycles of the sun and in so doing had shaken him from his ancient insularity and reawakened his curiosity, which was itself magic of a kind.

And lately it had shown him an illness in Nunda Igehi, and given him a means to effect its cure—if the efforts of certain mortal friends succeeded.

It was to check on them that he had come here with the ulunsuti.

He continued to stare at it, feeling the sun hot across his shoulders, his eyes burning with weariness as he sought to conjure the image of Edahi as Uki last had seen him: tall and straight and strong, with hair like raw stone-that-burns, and the twinkling eyes that had so entranced his half-sisters, the Serpent Women.

But he still saw nothing except glassy haze and the septum of red light that bifurcated the crystal.

And then, abruptly, images…

…morning sunlight glints off the pitted chrome and Candyapple Red enamel of a ’66 Mustang hardtop that looks as if it needs new paint far more than the frequent waxing that is obvious surrogate. One fender is blue and has been for nearly a year, and it carries the mud and dust of half-a-dozen north Georgia counties across its dented flanks. Its interior is seat-deep in road-trip detritus: maps, candy wrappers, foam plastic burger boxes from the Winder McDonald’s, a burgundy T-shirt emblazoned with the sigil of the Enotah County ’Possums, bits of legal paper bearing scrawls in four adolescent hands. And the trunk…though closed, that has been lately pillaged of backpacks and coolers and less likely gear. The only noteworthy object there now is a recurve bow of laminated wood, its countless layers shimmering like a rainbow.

The car sits in an oil-stained driveway just shy of the terminus of a dead-end street in a suburb east of Atlanta. A brick ranch house rises before it, its lawn unmown, the paint on the front door peeling. The nearer side yard is enclosed by a high chainlink fence wire-laced to angle-iron posts anchored ten feet apart. It secures a brace of beagles used for rabbit hunting. Woods rise behind it, shielding any view of civilization in that quarter. It is the last house on the block, the only brick house on its side of the street.

Sudden cries shatter the suburban calm: teenagers—nervous and harried and alarmed. A girl stumbles from the forest. Her hair is red and she drags a knapsack with one hand while clutching a small animal to her breast with the other. (Uki starts at this.) She dashes to the fence and pauses there, terrified, gazing back at the sky above the treetops. Two boys follow: one blond, one dark-haired, also with knapsacks. Between them they assist a third, who is staggering. He too is blond, but here is a strangeness to his features that is not entirely human, for he is one of the Nunnihe who live on the other side of the Lying World from Galunlati. Uki knows all three boys but does not bother to name them. It is sufficient that they are friends.

He wonders what has happened to them, though, for their faces are all haggard with fatigue and dread, and like the girl, they aim apprehensive glances at the sky. The Nunnihe boy screams as they approach the fence.

Birds slide into view above the treetops: vast raptors gliding quick and low. They are black and larger than any eagles, though that is what they most resemble.

The shorter boy, the blond, yells frantic orders, abandons his charge, and scrambles over the back fence, then pounds through the dog lot and vaults the street-side fence. His cut-off jeans rip as he crosses. The beagles are too taken aback to react.

He reaches the car, fumbles in his pocket but finds no keys, then snags his spare pair from under the hood. A moment later he is in the seat, gunning the engine. He backs up, then finds first—and floors the accelerator. Tires squeal, and he aims the Mustang toward the fence. Metal shrieks, the fence collapses, and beagles disperse in terror.

The car hurtles on, smashes the back fence as well, and grinds to a noisy halt atop it. The boy leaps out, the girl takes his place behind the wheel, and the boy helps his dark-haired friend with his screaming Nunnihe companion. A door slams, and the birds descend.

There are six of them, and they attack the car, but seem to be repulsed by the metal. As the Mustang roars into the street, one falls to the pavement and flops about gracelessly. Though already large as a man, it shimmers and blurs, and suddenly takes on the form of a tall, slim warrior in black.

From the shadows by the woods brown eyes can abide such sights no longer. Their owner vents a panicked, yodeling cry and bolts for deeper cover.

But the bird-man does not hear. He regains his equilibrium, shifts shape once more, and wings skyward.

The car speeds away, but in the backseat the Nunnihe boy screams louder still and starts to writhe. His friends watch, concerned, and then the boy in front sets fire to paper and thrusts something into its heart. The blond boy finds himself handed the small animal. Uki’s name is shrieked aloud, but is cut off. Flame fills the Mustang for an instant, and then the backseat is empty, though the car continues on…

For a moment longer Uki watched, a scowl of concern furrowing his snowy brow, but then he muttered certain words and cast his vision south. What he saw there troubled him even more: the Nunnihe boy and the blond boy had succeeded, were here in Galunlati, but far away, which he had not expected. And Edahi was with them, though not in his own form. Uki could spare no time to seek them, but he could certainly send word.

He stood, scanned the sky, and uttered a long, high-pitched screech.

An instant later an eagle appeared, floating down from the hot, cloudless heavens to land lightly on the northern spoke. “Siyu,” it rasped gravely. “Greetings, Hyuntikwala Usunhi.”

“Siyu, adawehiyu,” Uki responded formally. “Greetings unto Awahili, Lord of Eagles.”

“You have need of me?”

“I do.”

And with that Uki delivered unto Awahili certain messages, and took from a pouch at his waist what looked like two milk-white arrowheads—or maybe they were sharks’ teeth. These he placed in another pouch, which he looped around his feathered colleague’s neck.

“Your message will be delivered,” Awahili assured him, and rose once more into the sky. The sand showed no mark of his passing; not a single grain had been shifted by his feathers.

Uki sat down again, though it was not to spy on the present this time, but to cast his eye to the future a day—and a World—away.

At first the ulunsuti remained clear, the septum pulsing dully as Uki sought anew to pierce the World Walls—and then, abruptly, it darkened. It was as if the Barriers Between had grown solid and opaque when he tried to gaze upon the results of Awahili’s messages, as if someone had thrown up endless clouds of sand to veil his sight.

He tried harder…

Harder—his mind a blank except for that single desire. The septum flared within its crystal housing, writhing like red flame under torture, still revealing nothing.

Which was not good, when he desperately needed to know how Edahi and his companions fared.

There was but one thing more he could try, though it would cost him dear—yet there was no help for it.

Sighing, Uki reached into a second pouch and drew out a thin, finger-long sliver of black obsidian. His face did not twitch a muscle when he slid that sliver across the flesh of his palm, nor when he pressed his hand atop the ulunsuti and let it have its fill.

Long that crystal drank, and long the septum guttered like a torch thrust against a wall of oak planks.

And long the veils of sand and dust resisted, but at last they grew thin enough to show Uki what had raised them.

“No!” he whispered to the surrounding silence. Such a thing should not even be in the Lying World! No one there would know what to do with it.

He could not go there himself, for his responsibility to Walhala had to take priority.

But maybe he could still send a warning.


PART I

Signs and

Portents


Chapter I: Watched Pot

(five miles south of Whidden, Georgia—Tuesday, June 17—noonish)

“Oh, go ahead, I reckon,” the waitress grumbled in the lazy local drawl that seemed to grow slower the closer to the coast one got—exactly like the maze of rivers Calvin and his friends had traversed on their trip up I-95 from Cumberland Island that morning. She was perhaps sixteen—probably this year’s crop of high-school juniors—and passably pretty, if a bit chubby. Understandable, given the fare her place of employment specialized in, which was fresh, deep-fried seafood. “I’ll have to watch you, though—an’ you can only talk until somebody needs somethin’. An’ it’s gotta be collect,” she added with an air of tired finality that was depressingly at odds with her youth and did not bode well for a remarkable future.

Still leaning against the white-enameled cinder-block wall by the kitchen entrance where he had accosted the girl maybe a minute before, Calvin McIntosh puffed his cheeks thoughtfully and nodded his acquiescence, too tired to flash the dazzling white grin, the twinkle of brown eye that would have had most women eating out of his hand before now—never mind that he was barely twenty and didn’t look even that. “I just need to let somebody know I’m okay,” he reiterated as neutrally as he could. “Anything else is gravy—or this bein’ the kind of place it is, maybe tartar sauce.”

His attempt at humor went right over the frizzy blond head, but left a confused frown and a grunt in its wake. His own black brows lowered in turn. Recalcitrance was not what he needed, not when he was tired as hell and had two days of absence to explain to his girlfriend up in Carolina—days when, as far as she knew, he’d literally fallen off the face of the earth…which in a way he had. He wondered if the waitress’s attitude was due to impatience (though he and his friends were the only customers at the moment), fear of reprisal for violation of “the rules,” or—as he caught his reflection in the round surveillance mirror in the corner—his appearance.

That last was a real possibility.

It was not that he was dirty, really—though he hadn’t had a proper bath in three days and had sweated through his black T-shirt on the ride up from the island (five people in an un-airconditioned ’66 Mustang for a couple of hours in the middle of June guaranteed that); and there was still a bit of sand clinging to his jeans from where he’d got them wet at Cumberland’s beach. But neither of those breaches of decorum was likely to raise eyebrows in a county as rural as this, especially in what was obviously not a four-star establishment.

What might give a teenage girl pause, though, was the haunted look on his face, the wildness in his eyes, that made his coppery skin and shoulder-long, jet-black hair seem positively alien when set against the present rather antiseptic enamel-and-vinyl surroundings. Up where he was most lately from, the combination practically screamed Cherokee Indian—which he was. He didn’t know what it proclaimed in backwoods south Georgia, but had learned from a year on the Appalachian Trail that a good first impression was important. And that was an uphill battle when you were part of an exotic minority to start with, never mind the complication of looking as scuzzy as he currently did.

“Phone’s up in th’ office,” the girl announced after another round of scowling consideration. “But keep it short, I ain’t supposed to let customers use it.” She spun around with a flourish and sashayed toward the bank of plate-glass windows that comprised most of the entrance wall of Whidden’s Steak-and-Seafood. Her rapid pace indicated that she didn’t care whether he followed or not.

Calvin marched dutifully behind, sparing a glance to the booth in the right rear corner where his companions were still puzzling over menus. The blond boy—his name was David Sullivan, and he was very probably Calvin’s best friend—whispered something to his septuagenarian uncle that produced a sharp cackle and a wiggle of white goatee. But then Dave noticed him and nodded his okay when Calvin pointed toward the half-wall of rough-cut pine that partly screened the office from the dining room at large.

“’Member, keep it quick,” the waitress reminded him as she ushered him into a tiny white cubicle that was dominated by a gray metal desk, an unmatching file cabinet, and a trash can stuffed full of defunct menus. A pile of Bon Appetites accented one of the desk’s front corners. The other supported an untidy stack of The Willacoochee Witness—and the phone.

The girl stationed herself in the open doorway and continued to glare at him as Calvin picked up the receiver. He ignored her and punched in zero, followed by a certain number in the wilds of the Great Smoky Mountains near Sylva, North Carolina, then informed the sleepy-sounding operator that he was calling collect and who he was.

The phone rang thrice, whereupon an answering machine clicked on: “You have reached Sandy Fairfax. I’m sorry but I can’t—” and then: “Hello?” The voice that interrupted was musical, soft, with a hint of mountain twang.

“Collect call from Calvin. Will you accept?”

“Yes, oh yes!” And then, with another click, he was through.

“Sandy?” he ventured tentatively, then: “It’s me—finally.”

“Calvin! Are you all right—is everybody all right?” 

“Fine as can be, e’cept for bein’ tired and burned out. I could sleep for a week. We—”

“So where are you? Where’ve you been?”

Calvin frowned in perplexity at the hint of irritation coloring the much more obvious relief. “Didn’t you get my message? I left one on your machine last night.”

“Oops! Yeah, you’re right—though I’m not sure I’d consider ‘Am in Crawfordville, Georgia, and safe…mission mostly accomplished…headin’ south…will call again’ much of a message. Not when you’ve heard absolutely zilch for almost two days!”

Calvin rolled his eyes in resignation. Though she was obviously making an effort to hide it, Sandy sounded more than a little pissed. Still, he supposed she had a right to blow off a little steam, given that he hadn’t exactly sent her hourly reports about what had happened to him and his friends since they’d vacated her cabin Sunday evening—not that he always could have, since they didn’t have phones most places he’d been, never had and never would. But maybe he could have made a better effort…

“I can’t talk long even now,” he apologized. “I’m in a restaurant near some place called Whidden, Georgia—that’s north of Brunswick and south of about everything else, I reckon—but walls have ears, if you get my drift.”

“So,” Sandy sighed after a pause, “yes or no: did you save the World?” Wistfulness seemed to have replaced her earlier irritation.

“More than one actually,” Calvin chuckled wryly. “But, yeah—or it got done, anyway, though not the way we planned. Things went okay as far as Stone Mountain, in the sense that we accomplished what we set out to. But Dave and me got separated from everybody else right after we rescued Finno and had to make an on-the-fly switch to—” He paused and glanced over his shoulder to see the waitress totally absorbed with her nails, which was probably fortunate.

“Uh…let’s just say it was that other place I go to sometimes,” Calvin finished mysteriously. “And then I wound up havin’ to go on another errand there, which I pulled off barely in time. And after that I had to boogie back here. I caught up with Uncle Dale last night—that was up in Crawfordville, where I called you from—but we didn’t touch base with Dave again until this mornin’. Things more or less came to a head near Cumberland Island—that’s where Alec and Liz wound up—but I only caught the tail end of the action. There was some semi-divine intervention at the end, but I’d probably better leave it at that for the time being. I—”

He paused once more, gazing out the window to watch a bronze Chevy Caprice with WILLACOOCHEE COUNTY SHERIFF’S DEPARTMENT blazoned on its side ease into the parking lot. The driver glanced his way and continued staring as he executed a leisurely U-turn and headed out again. Calvin wondered if the guy could actually see him through mirror shades, tinted glass, and a plate-glass window.

“Calvin?”

“Sorry. Cop car just cruised by and I thought the guy was lookin’ at me. Just my old paranoia kickin’ in, I guess. You know how I am about bein’ unobtrusive.”

“That not real easy with your looks.”

“That’s why I like to avoid towns,” Calvin countered gleefully, “especially small ones. In the woods nobody’ll notice you, if you’re careful. Trouble is, folks’ve got rules and regulations all over every tree and vine, even in the parks, and when you’re a little bit different, they tend to get real antsy, so it’s best not to let ’em see you in the first place.”

“Which makes you paranoid, but we’ve had this conversation before.”

“Good point,” Calvin conceded. “Not the stuff to go over when you’re in a rush. Oh…thanks, by the way.” 

“For what?”

“For alertin’ Dave’s uncle to what was goin’ on. He saved all our asses. Brought food, spare clothes, a bunch of campin’ gear, just in case. Even brought Dave’s bow, which I think he’s gonna lend me, since I lost mine.”

“Calvin, no! That bow was made in Galunlati!”

“Tell me about it!”

“You got any money?” Sandy wondered suddenly. “Just a fifty Uncle Dale slipped me on the sly.” 

“Need more?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Well, feel free to ask if you do; I’m in the phone book.” A pause while Sandy cleared her throat, then: “So what’re y’all gonna do?”

He hesitated. This was it, then: the hard part, the lead-in to the question he’d been dreading. “Well,” Calvin began finally, “I reckon they’re gonna ride back with Dale…”

“What about you? When’re you comin’ home?”

Calvin took a deep breath. “That’s…a real good question. I—” He cleared his throat in turn, and tried once more. “It’s like…well, it’s like stuff’s just gotten too weird, Sandy. And there’s a lot of things I need to think long and hard about. And…and I’d like to puzzle on ’em by myself for a while before I spring ’em on you and see what they do to the old Unified Field Theory of Cosmology. Shoot, I’m afraid I’ll forget ’em if I don’t go over ’em again real soon, ’cause they’re the kind of things folks don’t want to remember ’cause they’re irrational.”

“So you’re saying…?”

“That I’m gonna hang around down here a couple of days and try to get my head straight. Otherwise, it’ll be a seven-hour drive back to MacTyrie with the rest of the folks, durin’ which I won’t be able to concentrate worth crap, and then there’d be debriefin’ with Dave’s friends, and that’d eat up Wednesday, and then Gary’s gettin’ married on Saturday, and I can’t get out of that, seem’ as how I’m a groomsman, only the hoo-ha with that starts in on Friday—that’s when the rehearsal dinner and bachelor party are—and I’ll be up to my ass in all that stuff from then till sometime Sunday. That might give me half a day, and I need more than that—which means I won’t make it back to your house until Sunday at the soonest, I guess,” he concluded lamely. “Sorry, but I’ve just gotta have a couple of days alone.”

There it was; he’d said it, and he felt like a heel because he knew he really ought to hightail it straight back to Sylva and give Sandy the low-down on what had been going on, then recuperate there. But he simply couldn’t face another trip, not yet, not with so much weirdness in his head he felt like it was gonna explode.

“These…things you keep referring to,” Sandy ventured finally, and Calvin could sense her trying to conceal her hurt. “Do they have to do with…?”

He started to reply, then realized that a straight answer would make him sound like an absolute loon to the glowering door-warden, who was now giving him quite an alarming scowl and pointing meaningfully at her watch. His eyes quested vainly, came to rest on a pile of eleventh-grade textbooks atop the filing cabinet. “It’s got to do with…with geography and astronomy and mythology and biology,” he managed at last. “And with lycanthropy—a lot with that. I—”

“I understand,” Sandy broke in simply. And he knew she did.

“Thanks,” Calvin sighed. “You know I’ll level with you when I can.”

“I could come get you, then go to the wedding and meet these folks you’re always talking about…”

“Hmmm,” he mused thoughtfully. “Not a bad idea. Tell you what, I’ll try to find a pay phone and check back with you later in the day when I can talk freely. Deal?”

“Deal. Have fun on your Vision Quest.”

“It’s not a—”

A warning cough from the waitress drew his attention, and he glanced up to see her striding toward him, a look of grim determination laying the groundwork for future wrinkles across her forehead.

“Gotta go,” he finished quickly. “I’ll call when I c—” And then the girl touched the transparent button atop the phone and cut him off.

“Bitch,” he mouthed before he could stop himself. So much for good impressions, though apparently she didn’t notice. Girl had to make a living, too, he supposed; and it really was kind of sorry of him to upset her routine like he had. Still, he wondered what Little-Miss-Evil-Eye would say if he told her that this World wasn’t the only one: not by a bloody long shot.

More to the point, he wondered what she’d say if she knew she’d kept vigil not only over a Cherokee Indian, but also over one who just happened to be an apprentice shaman.

He grinned as he trotted over to rejoin his friends. He didn’t quite believe it either.


Chapter II: Inconveniences

(five miles south of Whidden, Georgia—oneish)

The sun was straight overhead in a cloudless sky and his shadow a puddle of black on the parking lot pavement beneath him when Calvin saw Dave’s brake lights flash on as he slowed what he called the Mustang-of-Death at the entrance to the main highway. He heard a final shouted “Bye,” and then the car passed from view behind a stand of scruffy magnolias, though the tired bellow of its exhaust persisted a moment longer.

And Calvin found himself alone outside an unremarkable restaurant in a south Georgia county he had never set foot in until that morning. It was hot, and there was no breeze; nothing to dispel the sharp tang of the nearby marshes or the sulfur-sweet smell of one of Union Camp’s papermills a little farther off to the southeast. There was only the parking lot, the scrap of highway, the unpretentious white cinder-block building, the surrounding loom of pine woods—and himself and his thoughts.

His thoughts…

Where did he begin? With the nature of reality maybe?

With the world as it really was? But if he got off on that now, it would lead him…

Nowhere, Calvin decided, and turned away from both restaurant and road, hoisting a borrowed blue nylon backpack across his shoulders beside the rather special bow Dave’s uncle had been thoughtful enough to bring along when he’d joined them. He had not gone three strides, however, before the pack straps began to chafe across his collarbones and tug at his unbound hair. He grunted and paused to resettle them, wishing there was more in it than a change of borrowed clothes, a small assortment of camping gear, a handmade Rakestraw hunting knife (also one of Dale’s lendings), and some rapidly mellowing McDonald’s biscuits. Comfortable at last, he fished in his pockets and produced a rubber band, with which he secured the bulk of his mane at the nape of his neck. Maybe that wouldn’t attract too much attention: lots of twenty-year-old south Georgia boys had black hair. Some of ’em even wore ponytails. But, Calvin reckoned wryly, that was about all he had in common with the local lads. He took a deep breath and marched, with deliberate precision, into the forest.

*

An hour later Calvin had begun to suspect that the overland route was a bad idea, at least as far as speeding his quest for a pay phone. An hour along open highway would probably have put him in Whidden itself, had he any intention of going there, which he did not. Instead, he’d spent most of his time threading his way through close-grown groves of live oaks, circumnavigating spiky clumps of saw-toothed palmettos, peering through endless tendrils of Spanish moss, and beating off armies of gnats. It was hotter than ever, too, because there was no wind. And sticky. Still, he took some solace from the coolness of the ground under his now-bare feet, and the caress of sunlight across his muscular torso. For a time he’d considered stripping naked and navigating the woods the way Kanati had made him—but that would probably have been pushing his luck and local tolerance a little too far. Calvin did not want to make waves; not even a ripple. Complete invisibility was his (so-far-unattainable) goal, but he’d settle for being unobtrusive.

And then he came abruptly to the edge of the forest. Before him was a narrow ditch full of rancid-smelling black water and cattails, then a yard-wide strip of sand, beyond which a two-lane road widened into four—he supposed in anticipation of entering the yet-unseen metropolis of Whidden, which a white-and-green sign now promised to be a mile away. Could have fooled him, he thought wryly. The only signs of civilization were the road, the odd beer can among the browning stems, and the distant whoosh of a semi. There were more woods across the highway: still the ubiquitous pines. And a Magic Market.

*

“That do it for ya?” The voice was old, tired; the soft, coastal drawl clipped by impatience.

But, Calvin reflected sympathetically, it was the middle of the afternoon and the sunburned geezer behind the convenience store’s checkout counter had apparently been on duty since, as he so colorfully put it, “God’s tomcat went out to take a whizz” (which Calvin reckoned as about 5 A.M.). Add the fact that the place was ungodly hot as a result of an air-conditioner failure (“third ’un this month,” the fossil had confided, staring hopefully at the ceiling fan backup) and the poor old soul probably had a right to be irritable—especially as Calvin had been taking his own sweet time making up his mind what he wanted.

Trouble was, he only had fifty bucks to fiddle with, which he needed to stretch as far as possible. No checks, no credit cards (never had had them, though), and—at the moment—not even a wallet to store the single wrinkled bill in.

The clerk cleared his throat, and Calvin started, realizing he’d been staring blankly at the shelves of cigarettes behind the man’s peeling pate.

“Mister?”

Calvin blinked again, refocused on the clerk, then on the array of items ranged across the counter: a plastic quart bottle of reconstituted orange juice, a Snickers bar because he needed an energy jolt, a small jar of Folger’s Coffee (too expensive, but it’d beat the headache he’d get when his morning caffeine fix wore off), a couple of sticks of beef jerky, a vacuum-sealed can of generic peanuts (as much for the can as the contents), a box of matches, a small notebook, a Bic pen, a bar of Ivory soap, and the lone surviving Savannah Morning News from the rack by the door. This last was an indulgence, but he’d been out of touch with the rest of the world for the better part of three days and figured it was about time he found out what had been going on while he’d been off doing things so preposterous only about ten people in the world would possibly believe them. Besides, Calvin could always use the paper to sleep under, to start fires with, or for any of several other purposes. Besides, one of the minor head-lines—something about a woman being found dead in Jackson County—intrigued him. He’d just been in Jackson County, so it had resonated, and…

A third, more pointed, prompting from the cashier, and Calvin finally responded. “Uh, yeah, reckon that’ll do ’er.”

The clerk rang up the purchase and took Calvin’s money with a relish that did not last until the returning of the change: two twenties and miscellaneous coins. Calvin dropped the pennies one by one into the cut-off paper cup designated for that purpose by the register. The sign above it read, GOT AN EXTRA? LEAVE ONE. NEED ONE? TAKE ONE.

“Not from around here, are you?”

Already turning to leave, Calvin scowled, wondering what had brought on this abrupt change of demeanor from someone who seconds before had seemed anxious to see his heels. Maybe it was simple relief: the guy had his money now and could afford to relax. Or perhaps he was merely lonely.

Except Calvin didn’t think so.

“’Fraid not,” Calvin replied at last, trying to be friendly in spite of a sudden urge to vent some heavy sarcasm, which surprised him. Usually he got on well with strangers; often as not brought up his heritage before they did, just to make them easy. The man was waiting for more too; expectant behind his thick lenses. “I’m from Atlanta, mostly,” Calvin volunteered finally. “Grew up there, but my folks’re from western Carolina.”

“You Cherokee?”

Calvin nodded. “Good guess.”

The man shrugged. “Common sense. Ain’t no official Creeks no more, or Yuchi—which is what we had ’round here—and you don’t look Seminole, if you don’t mind me sayin’.”

“No problem,” Calvin assured him, wondering how Seminole, in fact, looked. He’d never seen one.

“Just passin’ through?”

Yep, that was the standard next question; Calvin knew that from experience too. Usually folks were simply curious—Southerners were like that: they didn’t much care what you did long as they knew you were doing it. It was sneakiness they couldn’t abide—and this far south, there wasn’t much bigotry toward Indians. Trouble was, folks tended to confuse Calvin’s brand of unobtrusiveness with sneakiness.

“Uh, yeah,” Calvin acknowledged finally. “Rode down to Cumberland with some friends to do a little…research. Never been here before and decided it was pretty neat country, so I figured I’d hang around a spell and get a feel for the territory, maybe do some thinkin’.”

“Good place for that,” the man chuckled. “Lord knows ain’t nothin’ else happens ’round here—’cept hurricanes, and ain’t quite season for ’em yet. Had a big blow last night, though—guess you know that—if you ’uz down at Cumberland.”

“Yeah,” Calvin replied, glancing out the expanses of plate glass that fronted the store to where the parking lot was awash with drifts of Spanish moss and broken twigs, all aglitter in the sun. “I missed the worst of it,” Calvin continued, “but some friends of mine were caught right in the middle.”

“They come through okay?”

“Well as can be expected.” And with that Calvin turned away, suddenly having no desire to continue the conversation, since he knew for a fact that the storm had not been remotely natural.

In the ensuing silence, he abruptly became aware of the ceiling fan.

Something about it made him think of flying. Perhaps it was the low-pitched wop-wop-wop that reminded him of vast wings flapping. Perhaps it was the breezes fanning his cheeks that made him imagine the winds of the high air wafting him along. It was a dream, he thought lazily, one all men shared, no matter what their ethnos: to go where one would, not limited to the land; to rise up or glide down at will; to proceed straight to one’s goal; to ride on the back of the wind and see things others could not…

“You okay?”

The query startled him from his reverie. He blinked, spun around, puzzled as the colors in the room seemed to shift. “Yeah,” he managed, blinking once more. “I’m fine.” He hesitated at the door with his hand on the crossbar.

“There a pay phone around here?”

The clerk started, took nearly as long to reply as Calvin had earlier taken to respond to him. “’Round the corner. Cost you fitty cent.”

“Thanks,” Calvin called, and stepped outside.

He halted at the edge of the concrete curb to wipe his face and shift the items in the plastic bag to his backpack. He wished he’d thought to buy a pair of cheap shades, for the world had gone hard and hot with the glare bouncing off pavement, off metal and plastic, off the white sands of the parking lot behind. He almost went back in, then changed his mind. No sense revving up the conversation again.

He was just turning the corner in quest of the promised phone when the crunch of bicycle tires reached him, almost simultaneously with a whoop of victorious exultation.

Trying not to look as if he’d been startled (which he had, a little) Calvin turned slowly around—and saw two lads, maybe thirteen or fourteen, who had evidently been racing on their ten-speeds. Both were around five-foot four or five; both wore cutoffs, sneakers, and T-shirts; and the blonder one was starting to fill out some. The slighter, dark-haired kid noticed him first, and Calvin saw the boy’s gray-green eyes slide dubiously over his unlikely figure—and linger on the bow. There was a minute’s mumbled pause, during which the dark kid engaged in some form of heated consultation with his companion, and then began peddling straight toward Calvin, who by this time was once more moving on.

“Hey, mister!” the boy called. “Wait up a minute! Mind if I take a look at that bow?”

Calvin grimaced, but stood his ground, then shrugged reluctant affirmation. After all, had he been in their BKs he’d have acted exactly the same.

“All right!” the kid cried, braking to a squeaky halt. “I used to hunt some, before my last dad d—”

“I’m Michael Chadwick,” the other boy inserted, coasting up no-hands. “Ole Don Larry here don’t have a lot in the way of manners.”

“Calvin—Calvin McIntosh.”

“Like in the next county over?” Michael wondered.

“I’m Don Scott,” the shorter boy volunteered in turn, shoving a tanned hand in front of the one his friend was now extending. “And I do so have manners, I just get real into stuff sometimes, and it kinda gets the best of me.”

“I know somebody like that,” Calvin laughed, shaking hands in turn. “Gets him into a lot of trouble. Me too, sometimes.”

But now that introductions were over, Don could not take his eyes off the bow.

With a surreptitious wink at Michael, Calvin unslung the weapon from his back and handed it to the smaller boy.

“Oh, wow,” Don whispered reverently as he ran his fingers along the smooth, unlacquered surface.

“Double wow,” Michael echoed, having finally caught his friend’s enthusiasm. “Hey, look at all these different kinds of wood, and stuff. Springy at the tips, I bet—and real stiff-like here at the grip where these lightnin’ bolt-things are.”

“Looks handmade,” Don noted. “Where’d you get it, anyway?”

“A friend made it,” Calvin told him truthfully, not adding that the friend lived in another World. “And another friend lent it to me. It’s the only one of its kind anywhere around, now,” he added with a touch of wistfulness.

“What’s it made out of?” Don asked. “Never seen anything like these green bits.”

“Don’t know most of ’em,” Calvin replied. “Don’t think we’ve got trees like that ’round here.”

Don bent the bow appraisingly. “Poundage?”

“No idea, but I’d guess maybe sixty.”

“Not bad,” Don whispered. “More’n I could draw easy.”

“More’n you could draw period!” Michael inserted, with a punch to his buddy’s ribs, which Don countered without much effort.

“Could too!”

“It’s all in how you use your body,” Calvin explained. “I’ve had to practice a lot. But I’ve also had a good teacher.”

“So what’re you doin’ here?” Michael ventured. “I mean you’re obviously not from around here, and I hate to be nosy and all, but…well, it’s not exactly huntin’ season, or anything.”

“Michael! “ Don hissed.

“No problem.” Calvin grinned. “I’m just goin’ campin’ for a few days and that”—he inclined his head toward the bow—“is mostly for protection.”

“We’re goin’ campin’, too,” Michael volunteered. “Tomorrow. That’s what we’re here for. This is the only place around that sells our kind of hotdogs.”

“Local brand,” Don appended. “They don’t let just anybody stock ’em.” He paused, then: “Hey, you wanta come with us? Bet you could teach us some stuff.”

Calvin scratched his nose thoughtfully. He would like some company, as a matter of fact—but not right now; maybe in a day or so when he got a few things straight. Eventually he shook his head. “Sorry, guys, but I kinda need to do this solo. But I’d welcome suggestions on a good spot to set up for a while. Need somewhere there’s game enough to hunt without bein’ caught, if you know what I mean. Fresh water, no trouble with trespassin’ or anything.”

“Know just the place,” Don Scott replied immediately. And with that he proceeded to describe a spot a few miles east on the bank of something called Iodine Creek. It was on the fringe of a swamp, but not swampy itself. “It’s public land,” the boy added, “but nobody goes there much—too hard to get to. There’s supposed to be some stills in the swamp, too, and that keeps some folks away.”

“And there’s ’gators,” Michael appended.

“No there’s not! Not many, anyway; that’s just what we tell the tourists so they’ll stay away!”

“And speakin’ of which,” Michael sighed, “I guess we’d best be movin’. But hey, Calvin, we’re gonna be right up the creek a couple of miles from that place I told you about. Why don’t you come join us ’round seven or so? Tomorrow, that is.”

“Maybe I will,” Calvin replied, retrieving his bow. “Maybe I will.”

“Carry on,” Don called, turning away.

“Nice to ’uv met you,” Michael added, and scooted ahead of his friend to be first inside.

And Calvin was once more alone.

Roughly thirty seconds later, he had found the phone. But Sandy was evidently not home, and he had no desire whatever to talk to her machine, though he told the operator to hold a minute longer in case she was outside, as she often was that time of day.

He was still trying to decide whether or not to hang up when the crunch of tires made him glance over his shoulder.

The cop car was back—the same bronze Caprice he’d seen down at the restaurant—and this time it was idling really slow, and the driver was, without a doubt, staring straight at him—and frowning. He stood there for a moment, frozen in anticipation, though his conscience was completely clear. “Damn!” he whispered into the receiver, quite forgetting who was on the other end. “Just can’t abide a stranger, I reckon. God, I hate this.”

“Sir?”

Calvin ignored both the operator’s suggestion of termination and the expectant, post-tone silence on Sandy’s line. Something had caught his eye—something much more ominous than slow-cruising Chevys. The Magic Market stood next to an abandoned trailer park, largely overgrown with palmettos and sand, but as he’d been hassling with the operator, he’d been absently scanning the sky. He’d seen a familiar shape there: tapering, swept-back wings, fan-shaped tail, narrow body; seen it swoop and caper until he could confirm its form: a peregrine falcon, scarce in Georgia even along the coast and certainly at this time of year. Still, not too remarkable—unless you’d been watching as one dived from a clear sky and swept up an instant later with what looked suspiciously like a very small rattlesnake twisting in its beak.

“Sir? I’ll have to charge you if you want to leave a message…”

“Huh? Oh…sorry. I’ll try again later.” And with that Calvin hung up and returned his gaze to the sky, seeing no sign of the falcon that was his totem.

An electric-blue Z-28 Camaro roared down the highway, going at least ninety. The Caprice followed it, lights blazing, siren a-wail. Calvin was not there when it returned alone.


Chapter III: The Hunter and the Hunted

(Stone Mountain, Georgia—late afternoon)

Forrest was lost, had been for over a day now, and wasn’t very happy about it.

It was pretty silly, too; because he wasn’t that far from home—couldn’t have been, because he’d started out from there when he ran away, and he hadn’t been gone very long at all before he’d gotten control of himself and begun trying to retrace his trail. Trouble was, he was nearly at the Big Rock by then, and there were so many scents around—oil and gasoline and people by the thousands and grass and trees and asphalt, and all so thickly layered and confused—that he doubted he’d ever be able to nose out one that was familiar. And now he was hungry and lonesome and tired, and that made paying attention even harder.

It wasn’t as if he hadn’t had reason for bolting, either: like somebody ramming their moving metal box right through the chainlink fence around the yard where he’d been playing with his friends—and smashing right on through to the other side, almost into the woods. And then there were those great big birds that had been flying around right after—the ones that had changed into men while he was looking right at ’em. They’d be enough to make anybody take leave of their senses and run off through the trees. Why, it made Forrest’s tail stop wagging every time he thought about ’em.

Fortunately he was calmer now, and trying to figure, as best his canine mind allowed, how to get back home. So far he had narrowed his search to places where there were trees, because there’d been trees around the place he’d fled from. Unfortunately there were a lot of trees around; though often only in small patches. The only thing he was sure of was that he hadn’t crossed the big smooth-stone trail the metal boxes ran on, the one with the strip of grass captive in the middle. He’d have remembered crossing that because the one other time he’d run off he’d wound up there, and Master had just about worn him out with a switch when he found him.

But if he hadn’t come upon it again, he was a puppy. Just to make sure, though, he poked his tan-and-white nose out of a stand of azaleas at the edge of somebody’s yard and trotted up a short, grassy hill. The sun was waiting for him there, reflecting back at him off a familiar hard white surface, and it brought those thick, bitter smells he identified with the metal boxes. Figured as much, he grumbled, and turned back.

A short while later he found forest once more, dense with pine and poplar and maple, the underbrush mostly dogwood. For a while he sauntered along, nose to the ground; and as he ran, he gradually worked his way into older suburbs, threading between yards, along fence lines, ever alert for the right sort of cover.

He caught something then: his own spoor undiluted. And he followed it, first uphill through a stand of pines, then through a thicket of blackberry briars, and finally to a veritable wall of woody debris overgrown with kudzu. He searched there until he found the place where he’d burst through in his terror; cautiously retraced his steps back inside…

…and came into a tiny, grassy clearing completely encircled by trees—except on the side he’d entered from, where the kudzu made a sort of rampart. There were stones there, too: low, flat slabs of gray granite like Big Rock over to the right—the one with the carving on it—all pushing through the earth like bones wearing through a week-old kill.

And there were more familiar odors: his own—and another that he recalled from long ago. An image swam into his mind: a black-haired boy kneeling before him, scratching his head, bringing him food, wrestling with him, throwing him sticks. And a series of sounds came with it: Calvin.

But there were other human smells here as well: three of them—two male and one female, all young. Forrest found where someone had poured colored earth on the ground in a pattern that, when he traced it with his nose, proved to be a circle quartered by a cross. A fire had been built in the middle of it, and there were a lot of unfamiliar odors there: oils and blood and resins. There was also a bit of food about—or the wrappers it had come in: candy bars and chips and—and the wild-smelling stuff he’d tasted only once before: deer meat. He nosed up the morsel, swallowed it, though it was sun-dry and someone had burned it and rubbed vegetable stuff all over it. Not as juicy as the rabbits he loved to chase that Master sometimes took him long distances to pursue, but sufficient to a stomach that had not been properly tended for over a day.
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