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PART I

THINGS FALL APART


Chapter I: Raven’s Call

(Enotah County, Georgia—Friday, August 16—afternoon)

Mad David Sullivan had been reading so much Welsh poetry the last few days he had almost begun to think in triads.

His three best friends, for instance, Alec McLean, “Runnerman” Darrell Buchanan, and Gary “G-Man” Hudson.

Or, a couple of hours earlier that August afternoon, the three hottest places on earth: the Sahara Desert, Death Valley, and the Fiddlers’ Convention at the Enotah Mountain Fair.

And for the moment, and rather esoterically, the three aspects of music that were simultaneously impacting on his psyche.

There was the literal music in the air to start with: the plunking and sawing that blared from beneath the huge green tent that dominated that portion of Enotah County High’s athletic field not given over to parking. But instead of the bluegrass and country that had been the fair’s sole issue for as long as David could remember, this year the sponsoring local Lions’ Club had magnanimously decided to set aside one day for folk music in its less insular manifestations. So it was that “Down Yonder,” “Wildwood Flower,” and “Orange Blossom Special” had given way to the Irish jigs and reels of Doctor Faddy, the Middle Eastern mandolin melodies of Nelson Morgan, and the soft, plaintive dulcimer of Bethany Van Over. Only a few moments before a North Carolina singer billed only as “John” had marched himself and his wide black hat and his silver-strung guitar offstage. David had particularly enjoyed his set. The guy apparently knew hundreds of ballads so ancient and obscure no one else recalled them at all; but more to the point, there had been a special magic about him, as if he believed the strange things he sang of. Never had David heard “Tam-Lin” performed with such conviction.

It was a song about the Faeries, he knew: whimsy to most folks—or romance, if they understood it at all. But for him it held darker implications. For Mad David Sullivan, like the fabled, willful Janet of the song, had also rescued a loved one, if not from the Queen of the Fairies’ apocryphal Tithe to Hell, at least from the clutches of the quasi-mythical beings the Irish called the Sidhe. Over a year had passed since he had met them, and things had never been quite the same after.

But music (to continue that particular triad) was not only a thing of the ear that day; it was a thing of life itself: of a late summer afternoon in a north Georgia county so remote it was nearly in North Carolina; of a sun that was hot like the blacksmith’s forge in the Early Settlers display; and earth that was dry as Byron Herbert Reece’s elegized bones—but with the first cool wind of an early autumn taking the edge off both and a pile of clouds in the west that hinted softly of thunder. David had only to look around him to see that world; to gaze beyond the glaring windshields and shimmering paint of countless outland vehicles and the sunglasses and hats of their even more countless passengers to where mountains rose in an ever-receding tumble of age-softened humps, each in a paler shade of blue, all accented here and there by the clear blaze of warm, sunlit water. Music of the earth, for certain. And of the skies.

But of all the musics haunting Mad David Sullivan, the one that sang most joyfully in his soul was that constant, silent symphony he heard whenever he looked at the red-haired girl walking beside him through the trampled grass, her slender body clad in white shorts, green Alarm T-shirt, and with a certain silver ring on her finger. Liz Hughes was her name, a friend since childhood. And now, so recently he still couldn’t quite believe it himself, his… His what? Girlfriend? Nah, that sounded far too frivolous. His lady? Too pompous, too remote. Maybe just his—except that also sold her short, because in spite of being only seventeen, Liz Hughes was for sure and for real her own woman. She also loved him, and he loved her, and both those things looked like going on forever.

(The three women he loved most: all Liz Hughes.)

But if that was so, why had she just said what she had?

They had left the tent only moments before and were threading their way around the hulking Winnebagos that packed this part of the field. A snack had been their avowed intention, but something about the music, something about the songs of betrayed or unrequited love—“Little Matty Groves,” for instance—had made David raise that topic one more time.

A clearing of throat, a pause, a cough, and the words had tumbled out for at least the tenth time in half as many days: “Look, Liz, are you sure you won’t change your mind ’bout going back to Lakeview?” Lakeview Academy was the private high school Liz had attended the previous year in Gainesville, Georgia: fifty miles to the south, beyond the mountains.

And the inevitable response: a heavy sigh, a casting of green eyes to the left as shoulders and neck muscles tensed and prettily pointy features grimaced irritably. And this time a dead stop. He halted too, and stared at her, blue eyes wide and waiting. Then came the words he had dreaded, though her tone carried less anger than frustration: “Do we have to go through this again? Can’t you ever take me at my word? It’s not like I’m doing it to hurt you; it’s something I have to do because it’s best for me.”

“But Liz,” David protested feebly. “School’s not that bad up here. ’Sides, we’ve only got one more year. Surely you can stick it out that long.”

“Yeah, one more year; then it’s off to U.G.A. for both of us. Surely you can stick it out that long!”

David raised a quizzical black eyebrow into the unruly blond mop that a month before had been quite a high-tech haircut, and chuckled evilly. Liz promptly blushed to her ears.

“Only a year,” she repeated, to get unflustered.

“But I can’t wait that long!” he exploded. “I mean, crap, girl; things have just started goin’ good for us. We’ve been fiddling around so long, not knowin’ and wonderin’ and makin’ fools of ourselves, and then suddenly it just happens. I love you; can’t you see that? I can’t stand the notion of not havin’ you around!”

“I’ll be home on weekends, David, most of ’em, anyway, now that I’ve got a car. And believe me, I won’t be spending ’em sitting in my mama’s parlor! Besides, you’ve still got Alec and your MacTyrie Gang buddies. I don’t have any close friends in Gainesville—not like here, anyway.”

David stuffed his hands in his scruffy cutoffs and looked away. “Yeah, but Alec’s a… Well, it’s just not the same! I mean he’s my best friend, and all; always has been, always will be. But he’s—well, there’re some things you just can’t do with him! I—”

He stopped in mid-sentence and blushed, wishing he hadn’t put it quite that way for fear Liz would think him thrall to the same gonadal zombiehood as all the other local boys—not that it wasn’t necessarily true, sometimes, or that she necessarily disapproved. In fact, that had been one of the things they’d discovered that summer—shoot, that month. They’d not done it yet—not quite. But oh Godall-mighty, what an almost! For the millionth time, he recalled that magical first occasion; him fresh from six weeks at the Governor’s Honors Program in Valdosta (he was wearing the black Commarts jersey even now, the same one he’d had on that night), and Liz home from a trip to San Francisco. They’d met at B.A. Cove out from his house, had finally opened up to each other, and things had simply followed the logical progression…to a point. They’d chickened out somewhere around the waistline and compromised by going skinny-dipping.

Things had taken a more sinister turn, then, as David found himself taken prisoner by a vengeful Faery woman and drawn once more into affairs of that other World which lay unseen around his own. But he didn’t want to think about that now—he’d had enough arcane adventures to last him a lifetime. For the moment, he just wanted to be a normal kid: a nice north Georgia boy with a good mind, a strong, healthy body, and a mighty fine-looking girlfriend who was smart as a whip in the bargain. Startin’ to sound like Uncle Dale, kid, he told himself, and realized they were walking again.

Liz broke in on his reverie. “You were glad enough of Alec’s company until this summer.”

David’s face clouded. “That’s not fair! We grew up together—course you and I did too, but it wasn’t the same. And anyway, I haven’t seen him much lately, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Would you like to?”

A shrug. “He’s been part of me forever, always the same, always solid, reliable Alec. But things with you and me have changed, gotten better—which I guess doesn’t mean I still don’t want to keep the other good things in my life.” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Gaaa—I can’t even talk straight. I mean a man can have a girlfriend and still hang out with his buddies—can’t he?”

Liz regarded him seriously. “I hope so, ’cause I truly wouldn’t want anything to happen to that friendship. Besides, I’d like to know somebody’s keeping an eye on you while I’m gone.”

David ventured a smile. “Back to that, huh?”

A countersmile. “You can’t convince me.”

David’s only response was to twine his strong, tanned fingers around Liz’s fine-boned freckled ones. This was it; he’d wagered as much as he dared; it was time to play his ace in the hole. He brought her up short by a section of split-rail fence that marked the northern limit of the fairground. Beyond was only forest. It was cooler there, and shady. “Okay,” he sighed, “I won’t say another word about it. But please at least try to see my side, and maybe…maybe I’ll try a little harder to see yours, too. Maybe we can talk it over one more time at Uncle Dale’s party.”

“I’m looking forward to that.”

David glanced up hopefully. “You mean you’ll—”

Liz poked him in the tummy. “Not to bringing it up again, foolish boy; to the party!”

“That’s goooood,” David whined nasally in his best Peter Lone imitation. “’Cause I’ve got a surprise for you after.”

Liz released his hand and hugged him, which shocked him considerably since it wasn’t at all the response he’d expected—especially not when it turned into a lingering kiss right there in front of God and somebody’s Chevy.

Rustle-rustle-rustle: a sound in the thick leaves above their heads.

David ignored it. He was letting his hands curve around a denim-clad fanny, and Liz seemed to have similar inclinations.

The noise again, louder probably a squirrel.

“Message!” a harsh voice croaked loudly right in his ear.

David jumped about three feet and lost hold of his sweetie. “Jesus! Talk about crappy timing!”

“Message,” the voice repeated implacably.

David squinted into the branches beside his head and saw a large white raven perched there. “Go ahead and spill it, then,” he growled, eyeing it distrustfully.

“Summoned!” cried the bird. “Summoned you are, to the Track as quick as can happen. Nuada Silverhand wants you.”

“Damn,” David grunted. “I don’t suppose he bothered to say what for.”

“Play,” the bird replied dumbly—evidently not one of Silverhand’s first-rate messengers, to judge by its awkward English.

David frowned uncertainly. “That doesn’t make a bit of sense!”

“Message!” squawked the bird, and flew away. In a moment it was lost in the blue glare of heaven.

“I guess you gotta go,” Liz groaned.

David grimaced sourly and pounded the splintery wood beneath him. “I guess so. But why now? Why can’t the bloody Sidhe just leave me alone?”

“Would you really want that?”

“I’d like to at least give it a try! It’s not even been two weeks since I saved their collective heinies.”

“Yeah, and it’s only been a year since you’d have died to get a chance to talk to them.”

“I did almost die, if you remember.”

Liz propped her chin atop his shoulder. “You might as well go. They’ll keep at you until you do.”

He nuzzled her hair. “Yeah, I reckon. At least it’s a friend this time, anyway—if you can call Nuada a friend.”

“I think you can.”

“But Jesus God, girl, why does it have to be today?”

“That,” Liz whispered, “is something you’ll have to find out from them.”

“If I ever see that raven again, I’m gonna have something to say about its timing, though.”

“You may have to race me for that.” Liz giggled and pinched his bottom.

Hands stuffed in each other’s back pockets, they made their way past the school building, which housed most of the craft and commercial exhibits, and entered the hot, dusty chaos of the midway. Sensory overload engulfed them: the sticky smell of cotton candy and the prickly odor of stale sawdust; the din of conversation and the shouts of barkers and the heavy rumble of machinery that was a descant to the screams of the riders on Tilt-A-Whirl and Trabant and Octopus—all encompassed by the glint of gaudily painted metal and the frantic shimmer of bright summer clothing on ten-thousand hot, sweaty tourists. David found himself searching in vain for the fortuneteller’s tent that had been present the previous summer. A lady there had told him something valuable—and had given him something far more precious in the form of a certain rare volume called The Secret Common-Wealth. He had meant to return it this year, but the woman had not been back. No one seemed to know when she had left the carnival.

He was still musing about her whereabouts when a tug of Liz’s hand brought them beneath the overhang of the tent that marked the fair’s entrance, where they joined the exit queue—far fewer folks going out than coming in. David stood on tiptoes to survey the masses jostling in the other way.

The sea of faces spun and shifted, and eventually cast up a figure he knew: blandly handsome beneath dark, spiky hair; tall, slender body neatly dressed in a black R.E.M. T-shirt, winter camouflage fatigues belted with a length of chrome chain, and black sneakers. A ghost of moustache stained the upper lip; a silver cross on a chain hung from the left earlobe.

“Alec!” David cried over the din of the mob. The boy glanced around, gray eyes questing until they found David and stabilized. His face lit in a grin David realized he had seen all too rarely lately. But then the gaze slid toward Liz, and the joy dimmed minutely, shadowed by lowered brows.

“Come up for a burger,” Alec called. “I’m on duty for the next three hours.”

David shook his head in a reluctant abdication. “Can’t! Got a blessed appointment.” He gave the word a peculiar intonation.

Alec’s grin faded completely.

“I’ve gotta go!” David added quickly.

A final vague, sorrowful nod from Alec, and Liz was pulling him onward. David slipped her grasp and dashed sideways, scanning the crowd, but his friend was already gone, swept away beyond the metal fence that separated out from in. Once David thought he saw his dark head bobbing along near the Ferris wheel, but could not be certain. Suddenly he wanted to talk to Alec, to reassure his best buddy all was well. But he couldn’t.

Not when he had a summons he dared not ignore.

*

A stab of brakes, a jerk of steering wheel hard right, and David swung the Mustang of Death (as Alec called his lately battered pride and joy) into the loose gravel of the Sullivan Cove road. The Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Summer in the City” thundering from the radio was a frantic counterpoint to the stones that spat and crunched beneath his tires as he momentarily lost it. Better slow it down, kid; you know what can happen when you get crazy.

He did for a fact; a quick glance to where the right front fender wasn’t was proof enough of that. Little more than a week had passed since he’d stuffed the Mustang into the bank up on Franks Gap, though so much had happened in between it felt far longer. There’d been extenuating circumstances, of course, and magical ones at that, but the damage was real enough. This had been door week: three days from sunup to sundown in his father’s sorghum fields to pay for the used (and hideously incongruous blue) door that replaced the pristine red one he’d shredded on rocks. Half a week before that for the tire; most of September still to come for the new fender, grill, and bumper. It would be a long time before Mad David Sullivan and the Mustang of Death roamed the night again.

The rightward glance made him notice something else too: an empty bucket seat. He was startled at that, surprised to realize how rarely that position was unoccupied anymore. But where before it had been Alec occasionally riding shotgun (cowering was more like it, considering David’s driving), now it was Liz practically every day. As for the nights, she drove then, in Morgan, her little black Ford EXP, the tiny two-seater with the nice long cargo deck that was good for a lot more than hauling.

A couple of bounces further, hard left this time, and he was scrabbling up the steep, rutted slope of the narrow logging road that did duty as the family driveway before continuing on its way up the imposing mountain on the lumpy roots of which squatted Sullivan Manor (his name for the family homestead), whitewashed and agglutinated within its arc of barns and stables. Beyond it was the long straightaway he had just turned off of, one end leading back to Enotah and eventually to Liz and Alec, the other onward to Atlanta. There were other roads nearby, too, but them it was best not to mention—not that he could have, even had he wished. The Ban of Lugh forbade it: that magical prohibition laid on him and his partners-in-secrets by the King of the American Faeries himself, which literally froze their tongues against any mention of Faerie except to one another.

The Faeries! Damn them!

He parked the car in the dusty side yard, glanced at his watch, and frowned: It wouldn’t do to keep Silverhand waiting. And he still had to come up with some kind of ruse to fool his pa, though he already had a good idea what that would be.

A tinny slam of door, and he sprinted across the yard, leaping three unaware chickens before pounding up the rickety back steps. His mother was in the kitchen—baking, which was unusual, and (more predictably) with three half-read romance novels stashed around the counters and a fourth on the kitchen table. His father was nowhere to be seen, nor was his brother, the cursedly savvy and obnoxiously pestiferous Little Billy.

(Three most troublesome relatives: his ready to start- first-grade and therefore full of himself brother; his religiously unimaginative and ineffectually overbearing pa, and his dithering herself into apoplexy so as to avoid thinking about what was really bothering her ma.)

“Have a good time?” his mother called as he passed. She did not turn down the Alabama tape on her Walkman, nor did she look up from the dough she was rolling. Her shoulders alternately tensed and slackened beneath a red Clifton Precision Softball jersey on which was emblazoned JOANNE.

“Uh, yeah, sure.” He paused, grinning in silent amusement. A thick strand of blond hair had escaped from her ponytail and was threatening to invade the incipient baking. “But, hey, I gotta go!”

Eyes blue as his and bluer than her faded jeans, snapped around, flashing sudden fire above a mouth gone thin and hard.

“It’s one of those situations, Ma,” he called as he broke that uncomfortable contact and trotted down the hall toward his room.

“David, I don’t like—”

Her words were cut off by the closing of the door. No time to talk, he told himself; no time for the same old story: how she didn’t like anything she didn’t understand, nor believe things she had actually seen, hard to accept though they might be.

“Caught ya!” a child’s voice crowed behind him.

Already half undressed, David spun around and leapt across the room to sweep the small, blond boy who had been hiding in the closet corner high into the air, invert him, then cross to his bed (one of a set of twins that bracketed opposite walls) and gently (but not too gently, no sense spoiling the brat) plop him down atop it, tickling him all the while.

“You’re goin’ off to see the Shiny People, ain’t ya, Davy?” Little Billy gasped as soon as he stopped giggling. His blue eyes glittered, but whether with glee or dread, David could not determine.

“’Fraid so, kid,” David replied, turning to his chest of drawers. Still wondering exactly what the raven had meant by play, he stripped, tugged on a jockstrap, and replaced his cutoffs and T-shirt with a pair of burgundy Enotah County High gym shorts and a matching de-sleeved sweatshirt from the neckhole of which a winsome-looking appliquéd possum hung by its tail, clutching a football to its furry chest. He had just finished tying his running shoes when his brother piped up again.

“Can I go?”

“Do you want to? You’ve always been scared of ’em.”

“Yeah,” Little Billy replied solemnly, “but the Thundercats say you’re supposed to face what you’re ’fraid of. So I thought if I went with you, I could…you know…?”

“Yeah, I know, punk,” David said, reaching over to ruffle the little boy’s fair hair before banding his own, scarcely darker locks into a stubby ponytail and knotting a red bandanna around the lot. “But no, you can’t go, not this time. I don’t know what I’m gettin’ into exactly, so I don’t want you mixed up in it.”

“But someday?”

“Maybe,” as he darted into the hall, with his brother a small shadow behind him.

He reentered the kitchen just as his mother was setting a tray of hot oatmeal cookies on the table. The smell (cinnamon and walnuts) took his breath—there was nothing in the world he liked more than hot cookies. Automatically, he reached out to snag a handful—seconds ahead of his brother—only to receive a sharp smack on the wrist from a spatula.

“Not even one!” JoAnne admonished. “These’re for the party. I swear, I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to make it, I got so much to do.”

David paused by the door. “Well, Uncle Dale doesn’t turn seventy every day!”

“And Aunt Katie’s leavin’,” Little Billy added, skirting around behind his mother to claim the batter bowl. David wished he had time to contest it.

“And about time, too,” JoAnne snorted.

“Ma!”

She stuck a floury hand on her hip and fixed David with a put-upon scowl. “It ain’t that I don’t like her, she’s done a lot for us, for Dale, and all; but—”

“Yeah,” David interrupted, wishing he could wind this down, but knowing that if he humored her he might be able to beg at least a couple of the sacred goodies. “She sure has.”

“But it’s just scandalous, them living together like that.”

David couldn’t help sniggering when he thought of the old Irish lady who had moved in with his great-uncle after last week’s adventures. She had at least ten years on the guy, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything—as his mother was oh-so-quick to point out. But still, he felt compelled to come to the defense of his favorite relative. “We didn’t have room, he did.”

“We’ve got the attic! We could have put you up there and her in your room.”

“We offered.”

“And she refused. Said Dale needed a woman around to keep him straight. Hmmmph! Straight my hind end!”

“Stiff, anyway.” David chuckled, and winked at her.

She looked sharply at him, then turned back to her baking. Little Billy stole three cookies and snuck one to David, who hid it behind his back as he edged toward the door. “I ain’t told you the worst part,” JoAnne added over her shoulder.

“What?”

“Uncle Dick’s coming tomorrow.” She snapped her fingers contemptuously. “Just like that! Whole passel of ’em. No notice a’tall.”

“Oh Lord,” David groaned. “Not the Terror Twins. I really will have to hide out upstairs.”

“An’ that yucky girl,” Little Billy opined through a mouthful of contraband.

“God, you’re right! The Dread Cousin Amy!” (Three most obnoxious younger cousins…)

“Yeah. Yucky, yucky, yucky.”

“What’s yucky?” his father’s voice rumbled through the screen behind him. David hopped out of the way as Big Billy Sullivan shouldered in, briefly filling the whole doorway with his ruddy, red-haired, Levied form. He snagged a dishrag from a nearby hanger, mopped his face and bare chest, and tossed the sodden mass atop the washing machine, then sauntered to the refrigerator to grab a Bud and help himself to a handful of cookies, oblivious to his wife’s sharp protests. Eventually his eyes fell on David. “So where’re you off to?”

“Goin’ runnin’, Pa; gotta get in shape for school. Gonna try to make the track team again.” It was a lie, and he hated it; but there was no way he could tell the truth, not with the blessed Ban in effect. Besides, he was going running—sort of.

“You’re too short,” Big Billy grumbled, wiping his forehead with a meaty hand. “I done told you that.”

“I’m faster than Gary, who’s on the team. Besides, it’s all I’m good for. Softball’s dull as dishwater; so’s football. I’m really too short for basketball, and we don’t have swimming or wrestling—or gymnastics, which is what I’m built for.”

“Seems to me you got enough to waste your time on already, anyway. ’Sides, I’m gonna need you every minute come harvest time.”

“He’s got a girl, Bill,” JoAnne cautioned.

“His fine young butt’s still mine long as the sun’s shining, though; and it’s shinin’ mighty late these days.”

David was bouncing from foot to foot with impatience. “Uh, look, folks, I really gotta go. But, hey, Pa, thanks for lettin’ me off today. The music was really excellent.”

“No big deal,” Big Billy mumbled awkwardly. “I got by. But come next week when that little gal gets gone, whooee, we gonna see how much you can sweat.”

“When you gonna be back?” his mother wondered. She stared at him, and he found it hard to meet her gaze. She knew what he was really about, he was certain of it—knew a lot, as a matter of fact, had seen things no woman of her background should have. They had spoken of it once or twice, but not in the last couple of days. It was as if she was denying, as if her newfound knowledge was too much for her mind—or her faith—to accept. David understood. It had taken a lot for him to acknowledge the fact that his everyday reality was not the only one.

And his pa…Big Billy did not know either, yet even he was sharp enough to know something was wrong; that reality was ever so slightly out of kilter around Sullivan Cove. He would have had to be a fool to miss the troubled glances, veiled references, and sudden silences that passed between his sons and his wife. And Big Billy Sullivan was no fool.

“Back around supper’s all I can say,” David called, and was out the door.

As soon as David was an eighth-mile up the logging road, he stopped running. Big Billy would have seen him head up the mountain and assumed he was following one of his several cross-country courses. But he was safe now, so he slowed to a steady walk up the rutted path, letting the last tin and shingle rooftops of the farm fall away behind as he settled himself into the woods. Trees closed around him: dark pines or bright-leafed maples. Laurel and rhododendron crept in from either side—the road had got so rough this year the forest service had not bothered clearing the ditch beside it. Another year or two of similar neglect and it really would be a trail—which would suit him just dandy.

Another half mile he climbed, into wilder territory, nerves keying up in anticipation—or dread. Did he really want to do what he was about? Should he have agreed to such an ill-timed summons? As if to answer his unvoiced fear, the trees slipped in closer, became oak and ash advising no, no, no, even as the laurel thrust out slick leaves to restrain him.

He paused and looked back. This was probably far enough; it was time to begin his real journey. What would it be this time? he wondered, as he began to focus his senses, feeling the brush of wind against bare legs, arms, and belly, the heat of sunlight on his hair beneath its ruddy confinement; smelling damp soil and distant pines, and the ticklish scents of a thousand pollens; hearing the wind sigh and hiss past leaves. But most of all he centered on his vision, ever alert, searching…searching…

He became aware of a noise from the dense foliage to his right: the soft, precise crunch of dry moss trod by hooves. A peculiar tingle that was not quite pain eased into his eyes, and then he caught a head-high flash of white among the branches. An instant later his guide pushed its mighty chest and shoulders through the laurel.

A stag, it was, and totally white from its delicate hooves to its extravagant antlers. Only its eyes held color: the green of still forest water. A toss of the beast’s head surely meant he was to follow, so he thrust aside the thick shrubbery and entered the wild.

Not yet a mile from home, he might already have been in another World, to judge from the tall, straight trunks that rose about him, the hush of wind on sun-dappled branches. But he had no time for aesthetic appreciation, for the stag was trotting away, its ivory hooves eerily silent upon the leaves, leaving him no choice but to jog noisily along behind.

It did not take long at all to reach it: a thin screen of blackberry briars along a strip of ground that glittered more than it should where the sun slashed across it from the crown of a lightning-shattered oak; a faint depression where nothing grew beneath the dusting of leaves but thick, dark moss. Looking at it made David’s eyes itch and burn. The stag paused at its margin and lowered its head until its antlers barely skimmed the earth.

David gasped at the sudden burst of pain that briefly filled his eyes as light flared into being there: a golden strip wide as his outstretched arms and extending out of sight along the ridge to either side. Straight Tracks they were called, and straight they were, as arrows. They were the roads of the Sidhe.

The stag stepped onto the Track and once more inclined its head to have him follow. Taking a deep breath, David closed his still-smarting eyes and stepped onto it, then walked five full paces along its length before opening them again.

He exhaled quickly. Good, he had done it right, he was no longer in his World—not quite; a subtle difference in the light told him as much. A shudder raced through him. Did he really want to finish what he had started?

Of course! In his heart of hearts there was no doubt. But did fear and wonder have to keep such close company as they had done in recent days? He hoped not. Still, not everyone in Georgia had the Second Sight, which was what had allowed him to see the Track in the first place; in fact, as far as he knew he was the only one, though Alec and Liz seemed to be growing increasingly sensitive lately as well—due, no doubt, to ever more frequent exposure. But did there have to be such a high price for something he had not asked for? Something that was a lot more trouble than it was worth; that had stolen precious moments from his lady?

Yet Silverhand had called him, and that had happened but once since that amazing Sunday morning nearly two weeks gone when two enemies had died and a would-be friend had rejoined the living. That, he supposed, was enough. The last time, David had shown his immortal mentor a cheap hologram pendant he had bought in a Valdosta flea market. The Faery lord had been so intrigued David had given it to him. And now this summons. What did it imply?

The stag tossed its head impatiently. David sighed and trotted after, trying not to pay too close attention as the landscape around him slowly altered. Briars were everywhere, of course, totem plants of the Sidhe—yellow ones, this time, spiraling in and out among the gold-trunked trees like the interlaced borders of an illuminated manuscript. But then boulders began to dot the spaces between the trunks and gradually replaced them, so that David eventually discovered he was jogging down a file of rough-hewn, house-high monoliths that emptied at last into a rock-girt clearing. The Track faded abruptly, and he found himself in the center of an empty circle of those same rustic pillars, above the heavy capstones of which loomed the topmost branches of a fog-shrouded forest. The breeze, when it found him, was cool. The stag was nowhere in sight.

“Took you long enough, foolish Mortal!” a clear male voice hissed in strangely lilted English in his ear—just as David found his arms prisoned from behind and felt something hard and cold and very sharp press against his jugular.


Chapter II: Threats

(Tir-Nan-Og—high summer—late afternoon)

Lugh Samildinach, High King of the Daoine Sidhe in Tir-Nan-Og, let the thin golden chain slide once more through his slender fingers and flipped the crystal disk on the end so that it spun and put forth its own, paler shimmer—a gold that was no match for the heavy cast panels on the limestone walls, the sun-in-splendor inlaid in the wooden table before him, or, beyond it, the circlet on his closest friend’s hair. In the tall, arched window behind him a gilt-silver wind chime tinkled in a rising breeze, sending ghosts of its own reflected yellow flittng across the airy chamber. That wind was warm and held a thin, nervous tingle; the westering sun was a hot topaz a hand’s breadth above the mountains.

His friend—Nuada Airgetlam: his warlord and the nearest of the four at the table—stretched a gleaming hand toward him in a whisper of well-wrought joints. Of silver that appendage was, for he had lost his fleshly arm to a blade of cursed Iron in the Battle of Mag Tuired. But it moved no differently—and with no less speed or finesse—than the real one beneath his white tunic.

Lugh snatched the spinning bauble away, barely in time, grinning slyly beneath a moustache black as his shoulder-long hair and little shorter. “Oh no, Silverhand, this trinket is mine, for did you not give it to me?”

Nuada frowned slightly, then lifted a slanted eyebrow, dark eyes flashing with cheerful wickedness. “I lent it to you to examine. The boy gave it to me because I liked it—a small thing to him, and not costly; a curiosity of his people, really—but a gift nevertheless, and also his first one.”

“A fine thing, this,” Lugh chided, “that a man begrudge his king the gifts of Mortals!”

Nuada snorted amiably and cast his glance round the chamber. “Mortals made all this, or most; certainly the finer portions.”

“Aye,” muttered the red-clad woman whose face was hard as the beak of the crow that reached up from her shoulder to peck at the circlet of stylized skulls binding her inky tresses. “Mortality does have its virtues. Fear of death is a mighty incentive, and the desire to be remembered after perhaps even greater.”

The grizzled-looking man to Lugh’s left scratched his thin chest through his robe of moonlight gray. “Either that, or the promise of immortality, which you cannot deliver though your Mortal wrights desire it—not, at least, as they would have it.”

“Right you are, Oisin—as usual.” Lugh chuckled, casting his eye toward the speaker: the one alone among them who showed any signs of age. And well he should, for Oisin had himself been born a Mortal. His own willfulness had been his downfall; blindness and eternal decrepitude the legacy. But he was wise in the ways of more Worlds than Faerie, and there were things he knew and magics he could work that were beyond the ken of any present. Lately he had become Lugh’s Seer.

“Humph,” growled the woman. “Surely you did not call us here to talk of trinkets!”

“Patience, Morrigu,” Lugh whispered easily, “all in good time.” With a finger he stopped the bauble’s spin and studied that which hung before him. It was a simple disk of some transparent material that did not exist in Faerie. A hoop of thin half-gold bound it, and inside was a stag’s head. Not a flat picture, but the actual, round head; for as Lugh turned the disk, the head moved about within. He turned it over and saw the head again, still from the front, once more moving.

“A hologram, men called them,” Nuada said. “Magic of light and mirrors.”

Lugh smiled and stuffed the object inside his red silk robe. “If you permit, I will study this a while longer, but have no doubt I will return it. It is not seemly to claim gifts made to others. Only ill-luck attends.”

“Keep it as long as you like.” Nuada smiled back. “I have made another and contrived a more useful variant which you should see in action very shortly.”

“Enough of this,” the woman snapped, starting to rise. “I have other business.”

Lugh leaned back in his chair and fixed her with a stare so fierce she slumped down in her seat again. “Your business, Morrigu, is this kingdom and the preservation thereof, to which a remarkable number of things are related, including, perhaps, that toy. But you are right. I have called you here not to examine Silverhand’s curios, but to speak of grimmer matters.”

As one they watched him, waiting. Save for them—and Angharad, Lugh’s pet golden enfield—the room was empty. Only a solitary guardswoman stood beyond the brazen doors to ward them and wait their pleasure. A risk that was, but Lugh had taken precautions; the spells woven into her golden helm would mask whatever words might pierce walls and doors and trickle outward—nor could she remove it, not while she waited there.

“I suppose,” the Morrigu said finally, with ill-concealed annoyance, “that this meeting has something to do with the message from Finvarra you received this morning.”

Lugh inclined his head, stole a morsel from the plate of sauced kraken upon the table and passed it to Angharad. He watched absently as she took it: eagle talons bringing it to a fox’s head to nibble. As casually as he might have scratched her ears, he reached into his robe and laid a roll of ivory parchment on the table. “The High King of Erenn is displeased at some late occurrences here,” he said. “You may read it if you like, but I imagine you already know what it means.”

Indeed they did, though it was a complicated matter: Finvarra of Erenn’s half-brother Ailill had fathered a son on the Fireshaper Morwyn verch Morgan ap Gwyddion, a woman of the fearsome Powersmiths who lived beyond Arawn’s realm of Annwyn. The child had subsequently been fostered in Erenn, whence he had been sent with his father when Finvarra named Ailill ambassador to Tir-Nan-Og. Ailill had no love for mortals, though, and had soon begun stirring up trouble with the Lands of Men that were very close there. Eventually this had led to him to accidentally slay the boy, who had also become enmeshed in mortal affairs. For this crime, along with his treasonous acts, Lugh had imprisoned Ailill in the shape of a horse, and there matters stood until two things had happened.

One was that Ailill’s twin sister, Fionna, had deemed Lugh’s judgment too harsh and an insult to Finvarra’s crown, and had taken it upon herself to set things aright by sneaking into Tir-Nan-Og and releasing Ailill, intending to spirit him back to Erenn. And the other thing was that Fionna had not considered the feelings of a mother bereft of her child.

For Morwyn had vowed vengeance on her son’s slayer, as was her right under the ancient Laws of Dana. Thus, she too had come to Tir-Nan-Og seeking Ailill, but for quite a different reason. A life for a life, the Laws proclaimed, and so she would have had it be: Ailill’s life for that of her son. She had succeeded too well, though, for not only had she slain Ailill, but in so doing had likewise caused the death of Fionna, thereby upsetting the balance of the Law. Affairs had become even more complicated when her son had turned up alive, further skewing the balance. And so it stood: two dead unlawfully, one alive who by Finvarra’s thinking should not be, and another alive who had caused it all by a too-hot desire for vengeance.

“It seems a well-reasoned case,” Nuada said, “if you look at it from Finvarra’s side—except of course that he blames Morwyn for the death of his sister when it was in fact her own doing. Morwyn merely provided the instrument.”

The Morrigu frowned thoughtfully. “Save for that, though, it is as Nuada says. Why then does he threaten war?”

Lugh slapped his hand on the table. “Because he says it was through my connivance that all this happened! He claims I allowed Morwyn to steal the Horn of Annwyn, which then brought about his sister’s death. But let me read you his words.” He picked up the scroll and began: “‘It was by a certain dreadful thing you had in your keeping that my sister found her doom—a thing Morwyn stole yet could not have stolen without your consent. That is ever your way, brother prince of Tir-Nan-Og, to plot and scheme, but nowise leave any mark of your passing. Mortals it was this time, aiding my kindred’s killer, one a far-son of our own shadow-land!’”

“And so he threatens war if you will not surrender the Lady Morwyn to him for judgment?” Oisin asked.

“Those are his words,” Lugh replied, passing the enfield another morsel. “Finvarra would like for me to heed them as easily as this beast heeds my hand. I imagine you know my answer.”

Nuada smiled grimly. “You have no intention of acceding to his demands—nor could you and still have right to your crown. ‘A death for a death,’ Finvarra tells us. But what of the equally ancient law of hospitality? Morwyn has done us no harm, at least not directly, though her actions certainly have potential to cause trouble, and not only with Erenn. Arawn too is displeased because of how you have used the Horn.”

“He is displeased,” the Morrigu corrected sharply, “because the Powersmiths have at last confirmed what they have suspected for centuries: that he does not have it, though it was their gift to him; and may I add it was the poorest kept secret in Faerie, thanks to Ailill. Still, Arawn has lost face—which I have no doubt he would like to regain. I am surprised we do not find him already at our borders with a force of Powersmiths driving him on.”

“But Morwyn is herself part Powersmith,” Oisin noted. “Her mother was of that land.”

“Yes,” Lugh said. “And her father is brother to Arawn’s queen, and together that complicates the problem, because I truly have no sovereignty over her, beyond hospitality which I offered and sanctuary which she has claimed by right of trade: sanctuary for a service.”

“And a mighty service that was indeed,” Nuada said, “for had not Ailill’s minions been fomenting dissension in this land for ages, with their talk of war with mankind, and their constant stirring up of trouble here? And did not Morwyn herself expose yet another threat in Fionna? Should you then surrender one of Arawn’s people—worse than that, one who is half a Powersmith—to a foreign monarch? I think not. It is you who are ruler, here, not Finvarra.”

Oisin took a sip of wine. “Aye, Lord. If anyone has a right to demand you give up Morwyn it is the Powersmiths—or Arawn of Annwyn, she being also his kin.”

“And if you defy Finvarra?” The Morrigu’s question hung in the air like one of her crows at hover.

“He will attack. He will have no other choice. His ships have already passed onto the Sea Road—a wise thing, considering the Roads’ condition.”

“Such would be a grievous thing,” Nuada said. “I know Finvarra is your friend.”

Lugh sighed wearily. “Do friends let spies creep into their brothers’ kingdoms and stir up trouble? Not by my thinking—nor do kings, at least not those who have any right to their crowns. A strong king would either have known Ailill for what he was before he sent him here as Ambassador—which Finvarra did not, I would stake my throne on it. Or else he would himself have encouraged sedition, and we know Ailill acted of his own volition.”

“Finvarra must therefore be a weak king,” Nuada said. “By your logic.”

“Which he is not,” Oisin inserted.

“Deluded, then,” the Morrigu spat. “—or mad; it runs in the family. You have only to look at Ailill and Fionna.”

“They had different mothers,” Oisin pointed out. “Finvarra’s mother—”

“He is also arrogant,” Lugh interrupted. “Had Finvarra couched his demands in less forceful words, I might have accepted them. At least I would have considered. But they were demands, and stated so, and demands I will not countenance—not from anyone. Certainly not from one who cannot even master his own subjects!”

“They are still here, too,” the Morrigu noted. “We have not yet discovered everyone Ailill corrupted.”

“War he wanted,” Lugh said bitterly. “War with mankind.”

Nuada looked down at the table. “And now we face war with our brothers in Faerie—war with Erenn if we do not accept Finvarra’s demands, and war with Arawn and probably the Powersmiths if we do.”

“Alas, that is true,” Lugh replied, rising. “Whatever choice we take, I see all roads leading to slaughter.”

“Only the crows will be happy,” the Morrigu said flatly. 

“Not even you, Great Queen?”

“No single person is worth a kingdom’s honor. Not when we still have the Mortal problem to consider.”

“What is your counsel, then?”

“That you get Morwyn back to her own country as soon as possible, and preferably on her own vessel. Failing that, that you make ready to take war to Finvarra. War on someone else’s soil—or seas—is always preferable to war on one’s own.”

“You think we will not win?”

“I have never lost a war,” she said. “But all things have an ending.”

“So be it, then,” Lugh sighed. “You have heard my thinking. I go now to send my reply. One word will I tell Finvarra: never.”

Nuada rose to follow. “And what of a certain young human, who has the vessel Morrigu mentioned—that might prove very useful, if things reach the end we foresee.”

Lugh turned in place. “What of him?”

“Oisin and I were just on our way to meet with him, to begin what once we spoke of.”

Lugh’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully, but he nodded. “It would serve us well, if it comes to that eventuality. In any event, he will have to be contacted, though perhaps we should wait until we see our way clearer. For myself, I go to speak with the Lady Morwyn.” And with that, he stalked from the chamber.

His counselors followed him until they, too, went their own ways: the Morrigu to inspect Lugh’s forces, Oisin and Nuada by the shortest route to a certain place that was neither in the Lands of Men nor in Faerie, but closer to the latter.

The young guardswoman also went with them, but turned down another way as soon as it became convenient. A moment later she ducked through an archway and removed her golden helmet, then reached for her ear and popped out the golden spiral she had set there. Ailill had given it to her before he was murdered. Poor Ailill—poor, loving Master. She remembered the feel of his body against hers and allowed herself a single tear—and then a triumphant smile. Lugh might have warded her helmet so that she could not know of what they had spoken, but Ailill had foreseen such things. The spiral in her hands made every word very clear, and now they were locked away in her memory. A second spiral she left, so that no one could read her thoughts and thus betray her.

And what thoughts!

A Mortal boy, was it? She certainly knew who that was. And a particular vessel? She had a notion about that as well. Already a plan was forming.


Chapter III: He-Goes-About

(a Place Between—no time)

“Fionchadd, you fiend, let me go!” David gritted, as he twisted beneath the painful wrestling hold that had somehow pinned both hands hard up between his shoulder blades before he had known what was happening. Had there been anything but edged metal (not steel, he knew) at his throat, his assailant would now be sitting on his butt somewhere in front of him, courtesy of a soldier-uncle’s training. The grip was poor, really; easy to escape—if only there hadn’t been the dagger.

Abruptly the pressure vanished, the weapon swept away. David spun around to face a boy apparently his own age—except that Fionchadd mac Ailill of the Daoine Sidhe was centuries older.

Eye to eye they met each other: both slim and muscular and a little shorter than was normal for their races; both still gaining depth in chests and width in shoulders, fullness in arms and legs. Even their blond hair was similar, save that the Faery’s was curly, slightly more golden, and somewhat longer than David’s bandannaed mass. Their eyes were different, though: David’s blue and level; Fionchadd’s green and aslant. And the Faery’s face was thin, his cheekbones high above a pointed chin—a prettily handsome face, but somehow disconcerting. By contrast, David’s features showed a typical adolescent synthesis of a man’s clean angles and a boy’s softer curves. At the moment, the Faery was dressed nearly as lightly as his human counterpart: in a sleeveless, hip-length tunic of green-and-white checked wool, and baggy gray breeches drawn snug around his waist and ankles. He wore no shoes, but his narrow feet looked hard and competent.

“A fiend, am I?” Fionchadd laughed, his voice low but clear—his real voice, not the half-heard talk the Sidhe used among themselves, that rang more in the mind than the ear. He clamped his arms around David and gave him a swift, brotherly hug that took him completely by surprise.

“Some folks would say you are,” David acknowledged solemnly when he had caught his breath.

A flash of wicked grin. “Would you?”

David scratched his nose. “I’m not sure. I haven’t got that far in my bull sessions with Silverhand yet. ’Course, some say you were angels who wouldn’t take sides when Satan rebelled.”

To which a deeper voice—bronze rather than brass—appended, “And some say we’re the souls of the mortal dead!”

David started at that, and whirled around to see two more figures enter the stone arena.

One was an old man, white-haired; his thin body bent and stiff and clad in a plain robe the color of a full moon’s corona; and with sightless eyes that shone dark silver. He carried a long wooden staff clinched in dark, gnarled fingers, each of which bore at least one ring of gold or silver.

“Oisin!” David cried, and the man inclined his head. He looked, David thought, either preoccupied or worried, to judge from his furrowed brow.

The man who stood beside him was much taller, fairhaired, and wearing a short white tunic above matching hose and thigh boots. His right arm appeared to be cased in articulated metal armor of fabulous workmanship, though in fact it was part of his body. He it was who had spoken.

“I know that’s not true, Nuada,” David said quickly. “About the souls of the dead, I mean.”

“Do you?” the Faery lord gave him back. A lifted eyebrow showed humor the rest of his face denied—apparently something was bothering him too. “Have I told you as much?”

“No, but you have souls; you can have kids and be injured. Even die, if you do it right.”

“Which proves nothing except how limited are your kind’s notions of life and death. But that is not the matter of this meeting.”

David bit his lip and frowned. There was no use putting it off any longer. “Okay, so what do you want with me?”

In reply, Nuada reached to his golden belt, unhooked two plain, cross-hilted swords, and held one out in either hand. Fionchadd claimed one immediately; and at his nod David reluctantly took the other.

“I sense misgivings,” the Faery said, as David backed away. “Yet you yourself once agreed that it would be worth your while to learn something of weapons-work.”

“I wasn’t expecting it quite so soon, though,” David replied, relieved to discover that Silverhand’s mysterious summons held no more ominous portent. “I kinda thought we were talking in abstracts.”

“Ah, but it is never wise to expect anything of the Sidhe,” Oisin said, chuckling. “They pride themselves on being unpredictable.”

“Yeah, tell me about it, man.”

“But you should consider yourself honored,” Fionchadd teased. “You are to have the best master in all of Tir-Nan-Og; for who better to instruct in weapons-work than the Warlord of the High King himself?”

“And to observe than Oisin,” Nuada added.

“But he’s blind!” David protested before he could stop himself.

“So much the better,” Nuada said calmly, “for eyes can be deceived. But Oisin can tell how blows fly, where they land, and with how much effort; all from the pitch of parting air and the sound and rate of your breathing.”

“Uh, speaking of blows,” David interrupted, surveying his scantily-clad body, “shouldn’t we be wearing, like, armor, or something? I’ve got some back in the boat Morwyn gave me.”

Nuada shook his head, though his eyes glittered briefly. “Armor is only as good as the body it protects. For a master, there is no need. Besides, there is a special quality to these weapons.”

David raised a dubious eyebrow.

“When they bite flesh they do no damage.”

“Well that’s just great,” he muttered, with heavy sarcasm.

“That does not mean there will be no pain,” Nuada went on obliviously. “For pain is a necessary thing for a man to learn. But the blows will do no lasting harm.”

David glared at him askance. “How much pain?”

“Enough that you will avoid it, enough that you will remember.”

“But Finno’ll chop me to ribbons!”

“Of course he will. Yet he too has things to learn.”

“And we’d best be at it,” Fionchadd said, laughing, grabbing David by the arm. “Otherwise this cowardly human will surely talk away his lesson.”

“There is always time in Faerie,” Oisin noted, “though sometimes less than others.”

“I don’t know about this,” David grumbled, as Fionchadd led him to the center of the stone circle. He felt rather like a sacrifice about to be made at some Druidic rite, and found himself wondering who had built this enclosure.

“You are not required to be good,” Nuada told him, when they had taken their places. “And truly you will never be as accomplished as the least of the Sidhe; but you might find a basic competency very useful.”

“Yeah, sure,” as he faced Fionchadd.

“The first thing you have to learn is how to stand,” Nuada told him. “And since you will not be using shields, you must stand to present as little target as possible. Observe how Fionchadd does it.”

David did, or attempted to. The Faery boy faced him side-on, left leg leading, the sword in his right hand and poised horizontally above his shoulders so that blows might be delivered with the full force of the body behind them. That much, at least, David thought he could manage, so he copied the pose.

Nuada frowned and strode forward, made minute adjustments on David’s posture, then frowned once more. “You’re wearing your body wrong,” he said at last. “Relax. It knows what to do, even if you do not.”

David made another attempt, but something was still slightly off.

“Let me show him,” Fionchadd suggested.

“Huh?” David snorted. “What do you know that Silverhand doesn’t?”

“Nothing,” the Faery boy replied patiently. “But there is a thing you and I can do that you and he cannot.”

“Yeah, sure.”

“Do you not remember, foolish mortal? Once before, when I had no form, you and I shared bodies. Allow me to do that again, and I will show you.”

David hesitated, though he knew what Fionchadd had said was true. The Faery had only lately returned to the realm of the living; before that his soul had been trapped in a well-lizard in Tir-Nan-Og. But then David had tasted of that well, and for a while both their consciousnesses had occupied his body. It had been interesting—and had saved David’s life. But did he want to do it again? Suddenly the idea appalled him. Still, he was here to learn. And it wasn’t like they hadn’t done it before.

“Oh, go ahead,” he sighed.

Fionchadd’s hand brushed his, their gazes met. And suddenly the world slid out of focus, and it was as if he had been thrust out of his body. But then his own brain overrode, and he tensed automatically.
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