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Prelude: Invasion of Privacy

(Gargyn’s Hold—Tir-Nan-Og—approaching Samhain)

“Don’t dig down too far,” Gargyn advised his eldest through a puff on his thornwood pipe. “The land runs thin this far out—you could chop right on through!”

“’T’d be more interestin’ ’n stayin’ ’round here!” the lad shot back sourly, pausing to wipe a lock of moss-colored hair from his forehead before continuing his midday hoeing.

“Here’s good ’nough for us,” Gargyn replied, with a scowl that took in most of the melon patch and half the surrounding woods besides—as well as two more biddable sons beyond range of his tongue: Evvan and Evvell—wheat-thatched the one, cornflower-locked the other; black-kilted and crimson-trewed respectively. “We know who we are; nobody bothers us; don’t take much to make stuff grow; an’ there’s always ’nough to hunt. What else you want?”

“Fun, mostly. ’Citement.”

“You think fallin’ through the floor o’ the World’s fun?” Gargyn snorted through another puff. “You wanta see the end o’ the World, you march half a day past where I’m pointin’ an’ you’ll find it soon enough! Fresh hole burned through there not a year gone by.”

“Fuckin’ iron,” the eldest—Markon—grumbled.

“That’s a quick-folks’ curse!” Gargyn snapped. “You don’t need t’ be usin’ quick-folks’ curses.”

Markon paused again at his hoeing. He had made no discernible progress. “The Littl’un saw a dragon,” he offered slyly, lifting a brow for effect.

Gargyn’s slanted eyes narrowed beneath his crimson mop. Chills danced across his bare torso and dived beneath his kilt. He suddenly felt ages old. “Where?”

Markon grinned smugly. “Them woods,” he replied, sweeping a knobby six-fingered hand toward a copse of feathery trees a good minute’s trot away. “Said it was red as blood an’ crusted with jools an’ silver. Had round black feet an’ squinty cat eyes.”

“How…big was it?” Gargyn asked carefully.

Markon leaned on his hoe. “He said it was all crouched down like a wolf does when it’s huntin’; said it was ten arm spans long an’ twice as tall as he was. Said he was just standin’ there chewin’ a ’shroom, an’ he heard somethin’ roar an’ saw it flash ’tween two trees, an’ then it was gone.”

Gargyn gnawed his pipe stem. “Wish he’d tol’ me.”

“Tol’ you what?” another voice intruded—as a welcomed cool dampness pressed between his bony shoulders. He twisted around to accept the mug of cider his mate, Borbin, had brought to ease his tiller’s thirst, noting the jug in her other hand and a covey of mugs hung from her scarlet kirtle. Impulsively, he hugged her, tweaked a tawny braid, and would have fondled an ample breast had the boy not been gawking.

“Tol’ you what?” Borbin persisted, filling another mug for the glowering Markon.

“Dragon,” Gargyn mumbled, between swallows.

“Only dragons ’round here’s them kind,” Borbin muttered, as she pointed to the High Road that formed the far edge of the field. Gargyn had to squint even more than usual, but made out the traveler: elegant gray stallion with silver stripes, sky-blue barding, and a young man astride: gold-haired, slim, and handsome; his every move graceful, the ice-blue gaze he trained on them keen even here, and full of disdain. He stared a long moment, while Gargyn glared back, then set spurs to sides and was gone in a flurry of shimmering cloak. Gargyn wondered vainly why all the Danaans were so tall and sleek and fair, while all male bodochs were as knottily thin as their women were ample. Not that the Danaans minded, sometimes. Why, he remembered his cousin Mev…

“’Least dragons hoard stuff you c’n steal,” Borbin sighed. “Them Seelie folk won’t help nobody, not even when it’s their land what’s rottin’ away.”

“I’ve tried to talk to ’em. We all have—”

“An’ got as much hearin’ as a cat pissin’!”

“They say Varzi’s ’quested audience w’ Lugh again.”

“Be better off talkin’ to Rhiannon.”

“She’s got no say here, ’cept guest right.”

“No, but she’s got ears that’ll listen to us small folk. That’s more’n Lugh’ll do.”

“Yeah, well, he’d better learn to—or he’ll wake up one day an’ find he’s king of an empty kingdom.”

“They say Erbo’s gonna emigrate.”

Gargyn was about to request elaboration—but at that moment, with a rumbling shriek like a pride of cow-sized lions trying to roar and purr and yowl all at once, a scarlet shape leapt from the fringe of the forest and launched itself across the melon patch, scattering Gargyn’s brood in its wake. The Littl’un had been right too: it really was all crouched down like a wolf. Real compact, in fact, with its black legs moving faster than he could see, a flipped-up rump but no true tail, and a hint of shadowy gray beneath, that hurt to look at straight.

And then it was rushing at them, narrow eyes wide and blazing; and Gargyn saw with a start that someone rode in a sort of enclosed carriage midway along its back. And then it sprang—and vanished, leaving a wake of wind hot as forge-fire and smelling of iron.

When he picked himself up from where he’d flung himself in fear of his life, it was to see Borbin’s eyes as huge as the bottom of her mug. “Dragon…” he managed between gasps.

“Dragon…”

Fortunately, Borbin was infinitely practical. “Didn’t hurt nobody,” she observed. “An’ weren’t no dragon.”

“Fuck it weren’t!” Gargyn spat before he remembered what he’d told the boy.

“Weren’t no dragon,” Borbin repeated. “I seen a picture in a book one time, what was stole from the quick-folks.”

“An’ what were it then?” Gargyn demanded.

“Well, I’m not sure, exactly,” Borbin admitted. “But I think it was what the quick-folks call a shev-ro-lay.”


Prologue: Closing Time

(University of Georgia Library—Friday, October 23—late)

Tana hid behind Edgar Allan Poe.

More precisely, she hid behind a life-size cardboard cutout of the illustrious Virginian some resourceful English major had posted on perpetual lookout just inside the door to the study carrel she’d let herself into half an hour before. That it was not her carrel was of no concern, nor that the means by which she had circumvented the lock would have raised eyebrows in security forces more elite than the University of Georgia Police. No, what mattered was remaining undetected five minutes longer.

She’d had a bout of panic just now, when the youthful security guard had paused by the inset window and peered through—to catch Mr. Poe, but not the slim, dark-haired woman who crouched behind him. A sigh of relief whispered from her lips as his footsteps slapped away, echoing among the looming ranks of loose-shelved periodicals that filled half the Ilah Dunlap Little Library’s basement.

Braaakzzzkkkk!

The alarm made Tana start in spite of herself. Six months in this country, and she still hadn’t acclimated to all those electronic trinkets that festooned every building: warning her away from this, watching while she did that; denying entry to one place, easing access to another.

—Buzzing fifteen minutes ago to remind a huge building’s worth of would-be scholars that a mere quarter hour remained until closing time.

And again five minutes later, this time with blinking lights.

And once more just now, with lights and guard. Four minutes to go.

Three.

Two.

One.

The fluorescents outside, that had given her sharp pale features a sallow glow, went dark, plunging her into blue-gray gloom in which the only relief was the ghostly silver square of the carrel window.

One minute…

Two—Tana eased from Mr. Poe’s shadow and turned the doorknob—and was alone with three million books, uncounted periodicals, and more microforms—film and fiche both—than she wanted to consider.

Silently—barefoot beneath designer jeans and a long-sleeved black silk shirt—she crept toward the library’s core. No one was about. Then again, few would have noted her anyway, master that she was at moving unobtrusively among these foreigners, among these odd strangers who were so scared of…everything that they built glass and metal eyes to ward them while they slept.

Eyes that did not, however, see everywhere—or everything. Or everybody.

Abruptly she was there. Steel-toned elevator doors faced double gray-painted analogues across an unlit lobby. Steps angled up and down beyond the second, while an eye-sized light blinked balefully above their juncture: a fiery counterpoint to the moonbeams that worked their way through infrequent windows to paint sea-toned geometries on the floor.

She paused at the right-hand portal, listening, caught steps, but distant and receding, then sharper clicks as master switches were thrown on level after level. Each quenched an acre of brightness; each dimmed the stairwell more, as guards cleared every floor in sequence from top to bottom.

Another breathless minute passed, ears alert for the alarm that would signal a secured zone breached. And then, cracking the profound silence only large buildings can conjure, Tana heard, by means of certain…advantages, a young male voice call “all clear.”

She’d timed it exactly right.

The red light above the door gained a green accomplice; the trigger was in place. Anyone breaking those contacts now would set off alarms in half a dozen offices. Tana, however, wasn’t planning to leave that night—not by conventional means.

Assuming she ever got started.

A quick sifting of her pockets produced a tightly scribbled list in an odd fluid hand and luminous ink. She studied it briefly, then squared her shoulders and padded away from the stairwell and into the waist-high labyrinth of beige-enameled cabinets that housed the vast master archive of the Georgia Newspaper Project—a decades-long attempt at locating and preserving on microfilm the official legal organs of each of Georgia’s 159 counties, most of the significant city rags, and all the major dailies. The largest collection in the state, ’twas said, and likewise the most comprehensive assemblage of information about Georgia happenings in existence—with duplicates strewn worldwide, including the Library of Congress.

So where was tonight’s victim? She scanned the cardboard placards atop the cases. K…L L…M…Morgan County…Moultrie— But where…? O-kay… She squatted, scarcely able to see the drawer labels in the dim light, and at that, her night vision was better than most. M…for…Mouth of the Mountains.

Carefully she slid out the designated drawer. It moved smoothly on nylon runners—and blessedly did not squeak, as others sometimes had.

Her gaze swept the blue-and-white boxes, each maybe four-by-four-by-two inches, with a range of dates typed on labels. But where to begin? August of a certain year, perhaps? That year, in fact—whereupon she snared a spool and rose. The walls around the labyrinth showed more carrels, these housing microfilm readers. Not locked. Never locked—as she well knew. She chose the nearest, eased inside, and shut the door. A denser gloom enclosed her, but she found the switch on the machine by practiced feel and flicked it. A square screen of white light promptly appeared, marred by abstract lines and speckles, and illuminating an intricate apparatus beneath. She slipped into the chair before it and threaded the film through a complex of rollers and between two plates of glass. Now what was the first date?

Right.

She twisted a dial. A blur of gray flew across the screen, smudged with darker lines that a more-leisurely viewing would resolve into type—fortunately, this reel was a positive image, a welcome change from the white-on-blue negatives she’d grown accustomed to. She slowed halfway through…slower… Larger words appeared, and squares of pictures. Slower, checking dates now: August 7…8…9… Had it! Now to locate the article…

Before she could, however, her gaze was drawn to a pair of grainy photographs to the upper right. Nothing remarkable, really, merely standard yearbook mug shots of two boys in their mid-to-late teens. Handsome one was, by the standards hereabouts, with thick, white-blond hair worn long above what she knew from other sources were blue eyes, the cheeks and chin showing the angles of incipient manhood emerging from the more androgynous curves of adolescence, the eyes displaying the slight squint of one accustomed to wearing glasses and eschewing them from vanity, a not-so-slight grin parting lips she would not have minded kissing.

The other boy, by contrast, was pleasantly bland if a shade too neat, with short dark hair rising in careful spikes above a smooth-jawed face that narrowed to a pointed chin. His lips were thinner than the other boy’s, his brows level, shadowing eyes probably gray or green, his expression, self-consciously serious. Follower, that face proclaimed. Eternal runner-up. Vice president. Second-in-command. Jilted lover.

“Local Boys Win Essay Awards at Governor’s Honors Program,” ran the caption beneath. She shaped the names silently: David Sullivan. Alec McLean. “David Kevin Sullivan,” she repeated aloud. The blond. From rural Enotah County up in the mountains. Probably the smartest lad his age in his part of the world, the most gifted—and quite possibly the most cursed. Someone whose innocent actions a few years back had caused ripples in his small splash of Georgia that had become tsunamis impossibly far afield. Yeah, that boy, admirable though he was, had launched a shipload of grief. And though he’d been encouragingly quiescent lately, he still bore watching. Indeed, if not for him, she wouldn’t be here now.

But she’d wasted enough time pondering facts that could not be altered; it was her job to massage their repercussions. And for that she required a certain article.

It took but an instant: four column inches on the lower half of the same page:

FREAK FIRE FRUSTRATES MACTYRIE FIRE DEPARTMENT

That was exactly what she sought: an account of a fire that had decimated the camp of a band of Travelers—Irish Horse Traders, as they were sometimes called—who’d set up business on the athletic field of a small north Georgia town. The article was sketchy on details but did note how very difficult the blaze had been to extinguish, how oddly it had appeared, and made reference to a number of unusual-looking characters setting the fire, prolonging it—and escaping on horseback. One in particular was mentioned: a tall, blond man with only one arm.

Not much there that was either informative or incriminating—by itself. But combined with enough other references, it could suggest a troubling pattern—which Tana was pledged to eradicate.

From a canvas tote, she extracted an Allstate Motor Club World Road Atlas, a yellow legal pad, and a gold fountain pen bearing swirls and flourishes upon its elegant barrel that might equally have been mindless filigree or writing in an unknown tongue. Holding her hand just so, she proceeded to line through certain words and phrases on the screen: those that hinted most blatantly at…otherness. The ink did not so much mark the glass, however, as seep through, into the image itself.

Revision took longer, as she wrote new words atop the old. “Freak Fire” became simply “Fire.” “Difficult to extinguish” became “easily put out.” “Seemed to spread by magic,” became “spread quickly through very dry grass.” And the escaped riders and one-armed man vanished entirely, the missing half column inch being replaced with a scribbled filler couplet by her favorite contemporary poet, John Devlin, set off in a bolder face to further shift attention from the account of the conflagration.

Her editing concluded, she opened the atlas to a certain page, removed the film without rewinding it, stretched the relevant segment on the Formica counter beside the reader, laid her left hand atop it—and stabbed the golden pen through her flesh and into the acetate.

She gasped as the metal slid between her bones, but only a little, for she was used to the pain by now, and had only a few more days of such work left in any case: mopping up the fringes, mostly, in lieu of the major damage control she’d accomplished earlier—like that mess in the Willacoochee Witness two years back, which had required some truly creative rewording.

Which was reflection for leisure, not haste.

Her blood was seeping out now: adding its red to the film’s blue and white. And at a certain moment—instinct told her when—she raised the wounded hand and slapped it upon the atlas—atop a map of the United States on which all libraries and similar repositories likely to retain copies of the article she had just revised or its microfilm surrogates were marked with tiny stars of real gold. A deep breath, an instant’s concentration, and tendrils of blood flowed out from between her fingers and found their way to those miniscule markers. Each pulsed briefly, as though they drank their fill, then dulled back to mundanity. Another breath, when the last bright star had faded, and she was done. Her hand no longer bled, and the map was dry, as was the film.

Quickly, she reinserted the reels, located the suspect article, and read it one last time. Good. Her changes were all there—in print now. Anyone using either the original newspaper or the copies—be they at Emory University or the Library of Congress; the University of Tennessee, Harvard, Berkley, Boston University, Spellman College, the University of Texas at Austin, or the myriad others she’d starred; never mind the National Archives, the British Museum, and the Bibliotheque Nationale—would see a slightly different headline, a subtly altered text.

Too bad she couldn’t track down all the copies, though, like the ones little old ladies tended to squirrel away in trunks and parents stuck in scrapbooks. Still, this was enough—probably. Besides, some things were even beyond the Sidhe.

Nuada, she was certain, would be pleased.

Sighing, Tana recorded the change on her legal pad, then consulted her scribbled list. Her next target was an article about a storm disrupting graduation at Enotah County High School almost a year after the previous occurrence, on which occasion numerous spectators claimed to have glimpsed the ghostly shapes of strangely clad warriors engaged in some titanic battle.

Fixing that would be a challenge.


Chapter I: Autumn Chill

(Nichols Ridge, Enotah National Forest,

Georgia—Saturday, October 24—morning)

“Will you be quiet?” David Sullivan hissed under his breath and over his shoulder at the taller, fog-shrouded form behind him, that might have worn a fluorescent orange cap atop spiky dark hair. “And point that thing at the ground or somewhere. Anywhere but at my butt!”

The damp-edged crunch of forest leaves promptly decreased in frequency—but not, so David noticed, in volume, though the shadowing shape faded farther back into the morning fog, movement all that marked it from the gray trunks around it. “I can’t yawn and stealth at the same time!” came a muttered reply.

“Put a sock on it, McLean!” David growled back. “Better yet, put one in it!”

“It’s socks that’s the trouble,” the soft voice retorted. “You’re the one made me wear two pairs; they’re makin’ me walk funny!”

“You always walk funny! ’Sides, it’s usually cold enough this early this time of year to need ’em!”

“You’re both gonna be walkin’ funny if you don’t can it,” a third voice broke in, from the head of the three-man file. David froze in mid-stalk, cheeks hot with embarrassment garnished with irritation. The fog was thicker here: a shroud of white around what should be bright-leaved oaks and maples, now orange-pink and mauve and pastel yellow. The ground was steep: a mountainside.

McLean—Alec—disappeared entirely, save for the rasp of his breathing. Silence went before—until suddenly a form solidified a yard from David’s nose. He started, jerked his .08 half-around from reflex, then lowered the barrel sheepishly as that shape resolved into a compact, serious-looking youth an inch or so shorter than he. Gold-framed glasses hid hazel eyes, while near-black hair masked the forehead beneath a camouflage cap that was ironic counterpoint to the blaze orange vest Georgia law required of hunters in deer season; wide cheekbones narrowed to a pointed chin below very red lips for a boy. Aikin “Mighty Hunter” Daniels, it was. David’s number three buddy after Alec and Calvin McIntosh, Alec’s oldest friend—and present nemesis.

Black brows furrowed Aikin’s forehead as he frowned. “Okay, guys: five-minute break, then quiet, okay? Absolute quiet! Watch where you put your feet; ease ’em down softly, and try to remember that we’re supposed to be hunting the wariest thing there is ’round here. Something that can smell the soap you washed with this mornin’, and hear when you fantasize too hard about Winona Ryder.”

David discovered an oak near enough to flop against—which he did. Alec remanifested and claimed its twin, propping the old Enfield Aikin had loaned him against the trunk. “I don’t need to fantasize about anyone!” David snorted.

“And I don’t usually have to bitch at you ’bout bein’ quiet!”

“Old age,” David yawned, as he massaged his thighs through cammo fatigues, surprised his legs were so tight. Alec wasn’t the only one having trouble moving, and three miles uphill at o-bright-thirty didn’t help.

“Twenty’s, old?”

“Two years past your sexual peak,” Alec observed.

“Will you get off it?”

Aikin rolled his eyes at David. “This is what comes of watchin’ Emmanuel VII last night ’stead of cashin’ in early. Deer can smell testosterone.”

“So that’s why you were in the john so long this morning,” Alec giggled.

“Put a sock— Oh shit! Forget I said that!”

“You wish!”

Aikin simply glowered. “Why, oh why, did I listen when you asked to come along?”

“’Cause I begged so prettily,” Alec shot back sweetly. “You and Dave can’t have all the fun.”

“Yeah, Aik,” David broke in, from where he was scratching his shoulders against the bark of his tree, “I mean, you and me made this a ritual when we were what? Thirteen? Now we’re college men. That’s long enough to hold out on anybody. We—”

“We take it seriously,” Aikin interrupted. “I don’t have to stop every five minutes to explain stuff to you!”

David shrugged. “It’ll make a man out of ’im.”

“Think of it as advancing my education,” Alec added helpfully. “I learn how to shoot Bambi. I also learn what the big deal is about shooting Bambi, and thereby learn more about my two—present half hour apparently excluded—best buddies.”

“You’ve been huntin’ before,” David reminded him. “Squirrels.”

“Killer instinct’s killer instinct.”

“‘Better A Hunter Than A Gatherer Be,’” Aikin quoted the bumper sticker on his pickup. “And as for the big deal about shootin’ Bambi—yucky phrase—you don’t seem to mind eatin’ Bambi—or his mom, or Thumper, or any of his other furry friends when Dave or me serve ’em up pan-fried! And you were Mr. Brave Guy at the wildlife supper last year!”

“Yeah,” David agreed with a smirk. “Even I won’t eat mountain oysters.”

“I didn’t know what they were, okay?”

“’Sides,” Aikin went on, “you’ve got a vested interest in this one. Whatever I get today’s the main course for my Thanksgiving bash.”

“Presuming you get anything.”

“I may not, if we don’t get on with it!”

“You said five minutes,” Alec noted. “We’ve still got two.”

“Anal retentive,” Aikin muttered. “And anyway, what is this about you wantin’ the blood? You never gave me a straight answer last night.”

David stiffened abruptly and shot Alec a warning glance. He knew exactly why, and the reason was essentially unbelievable. Alec knew he knew, but Aik was supposed to be totally in the dark—and hopefully would stay that way. Watch it! he mouthed, where Aikin couldn’t see. He drew his finger across his throat for emphasis.

Alec patted a thermos-shaped bulge in his vest’s game-pocket. “It’s for a project.” Which was not—quite—a lie.

“You’re a computer nerd! What do you need deer blood for?”

Alec ignored Aikin’s taunt—and David’s warning. “I’m also taking Geology 101, in which I have to do a project, which is to test a bunch of minerals with supposed arcane properties against those same properties under scientific conditions—which should be of interest to you, Mr. GameGod! Unfortunately, I can’t do like the Romans and drink wine from an amethyst cup to see if it keeps you from gettin’ drunk—but I can soak a bloodstone in blood, to see if that’s got any measurable effect.”

“So why does it have to be deer blood?” Aikin asked pointedly. “I can get all the beef blood you want from the animal science folks.”

“Yeah, well, my assumption is that stuff like that arose with Paleolithic hunters, and they didn’t have animal science folks—or domestic cattle. I figure the closer to original conditions—”

“You’re gonna sit naked in the woods with an atlatl?” Alec reached for his fly. “Want me to?”

Aikin grunted, then glared at David. “You got a hidden agenda too?” he asked abruptly.

The question caught David off guard, but he covered with a shrug. “Wouldn’t be hidden if I talked about it, would it?”

“What if I invoke the Vow?” Aikin countered so recklessly that David wondered if something was bugging him that he wasn’t letting on—besides Alec’s presence. Something minor that had caught fire all in a rush, and blazed up past control—which was Aikin’s style on those rare occasions when he lost it. Trouble was, the guy had guessed true.

“I would ask that you not do that,” David replied carefully. “If there was, it’d be personal—family personal.”

“One hint?”

David gnawed his lip. Dammit, why was Aik doing this? He, who a moment before had been urging silence, the most private of the entire MacTyrie Gang. More to the point, why did he have to invoke the oath he and the other Gangsters had made in ninth grade to always be straight with each other, to always answer sincere questions honestly, to hold back nothing that did not violate confidences conferred outside their circle?

Family personal…

Without warning, the memories ambushed him:

…himself, age thirteen (but viewed from without, as by an observer), sprawled on his bed in jeans and sockfeet, reading Dune for the first time, in that down time between afterschool chores and supper. The distant knock on the back door he’d almost tuned out; the low buzz of voices; then his mom’s, very clearly, gasping “Oh, God, no!” And then his uncle (great-uncle, technically) Dale Sullivan, appearing at his door white-faced, and his strange, calm voice saying, “I just got a call from Beirut…”

And then a fast-forward of others:

…a closed-casket funeral in a small mountain church; lots of food, lots of crying; a burial in a hillside cemetery; a pervasive numbness that gave way to a silent, private anger…

…himself, alone, at sunset, with the mountains at his back and the sanguine smear of the Sullivan Cove Road bisecting the valley before him, and Bloody Bald (too much blood, he thought, far too much) catching the rays of a dying sun (dying son, he remembered thinking) to the west. Him in his favorite jeans and sneakers, and a T-shirt proclaiming “Hard Rock Cafe: Tbilisi (Opening Soon),” with this very same Christmas gift Remington .30 in white-knuckled hands, firing twenty-one times into the crimsoning sky, as though to slay an unfair God where he sat on an undeserved throne…

“Seven years,” David whispered finally, blinking away a tear he hoped no one saw, hoping, likewise, that the reference was sufficiently obscure.

Alec—who clearly caught it—vented a sigh of relief. Aikin nodded. “I guess that’ll have to do,” he grumbled. “Now, if you guys are quite finished, I suggest we stand here, very quietly, and think about nothing but the backstrap you will not be eating if we don’t let Homo sapiens neanderthalensis take over for Home sapiens…IBMis!”

Alec fumbled for his rifle.

“And for God’s sakes,” Aikin added, “will you point that thing at the sky!”

(Killing God, the thought recycled. Slaying the author of bad news…)

Alec bared his teeth, but Aikin’s eyes went wide and wary as he raised a hand sharply, signing silence. Alec looked confused, but David nodded acknowledgment.

He’d caught it too: a rustle of leaves in a certain cadence, a rhythm of step and pause. Deer, almost certainly—large, close by, and approaching.

Stupid, too—or deaf—to have ignored the racket they’d been making. Normally one climbed a tree, sat a stand, and waited, silent as the grave, motionless as the dead. Normally the prey did not come to you.

(Normally, good people didn’t get blown to hamburger at twenty-one.)

Having noticed it first, Aikin by tradition had first shot. David, therefore, kept his place, though he likewise shouldered his rifle and drew a tentative bead, peering through the scope.

Alec gawked.

Aikin was a man transformed. David could almost see the veneer of civilization sloughing off his sturdy shoulders as his buddy eased around in place, moving as if in slow motion; so carefully fabric did not rasp against itself as he leaned against an oak, steadied his Winchester .30.06 against a limb, and with calm deliberation set his eye to his scope, steel barrel gleaming damply, poised…ready…waiting. His ears, while small, stuck out slightly, and David could imagine one twitching, as though to catch each loudening rustle.

The softest of clicks, then, as Aikin released the safety with his thumb…

More rustling, closer yet—and a gust of oddly warm wind thinned the fog upslope to gauze, as if a gate had opened and set the silent air to dancing. David caught a blur of movement: a graying of the white; a flash of ivory above, that was surely sunlight on antler tines raised above the mist. He held his breath.

The beast was no more than fifty yards away now—impossibly close, given the ruckus they’d been raising. Any second the buck—for clearly it was, and a fine one—would prance into that patch of brightness that had awakened between those two hickories, and Aik would have a clear shot: uphill and with no brush between.

Soon…

Very soon…

A finger eased to the rifle’s trigger, though David knew beyond doubt that Aik would never shoot at sound alone, never fire at an uncertain target. He looked back at the shadow in the fog. His eyes…

“Shit!” Aikin spat and dropped his rifle.

“Oh shit!” David gulped in turn—as a too-familiar tingle set fire to his eyes, filling them with tears as he lowered his own weapon—

—And they all saw a cervine shape bound into the blaze of light between the hickories and pause there at gaze, coat white as winter snow, dark eyes huge and frightened. And far too intelligent, when the buck stared at them, aloof and accusingly—and with one vast surge of muscle, bounded across the ridge and out of sight.

The wind whipped up at that; the warm air shifted. The burning in David’s eyes ceased as suddenly as it had come, but a different fire had awakened in those Aikin turned upon him, as he slumped against his tree. “Goddamn, Sullivan; what the fuck was that?”

“What…do you think it was?” David panted, as he caught his breath and backed away—into Alec.

“Wow, did you see that guy?” Alec gasped.

“I’m…not sure what I saw,” Aikin managed shakily. “It was white, of course, which is rare as hell by itself; but I thought for a minute that— Oh, never mind.”

“What?” David persisted, as a cold clot of sick dread turned to ice in his gut.

“Its rack… You notice anything about its rack?”

“Like what?”

“That it didn’t curve out and around like a whitetail’s is supposed to. That it swept back like a…like a friggin’ elk!”

“Elk?” from Alec.

David ignored him. “We don’t have elk ’round here.”

“Of course we don’t!” Aikin cried. “But if you hadn’t spooked it ’fore I could figure out what was goin’ on—!”

“It also had stripes!” Alec blundered on obliviously. “Stripes—like a zebra. Faint, but you could see ’em—or I could: streams of silver against the white. Like something out of—”

“No it didn’t!” David broke in desperately, kicking Alec in the shin.

Aikin eyed him narrowly. “Yes it did. Only I’d say they were more like what you get on a bongo antelope.”

“Maybe,” Alec mumbled, too late. “I dunno.”

“Or maybe,” Aikin whispered, “on something out of…Faerie?”


Chapter II: Worlds, Tracks, and Blood

(Nichols Mountain, Enotah National Forest, Georgia)

“…Faerie?”

Aikin’s last word was still melting into the thick cool air. And with it, the final vestige of Mighty Hunter vanished, leaving only a frustrated junior forestry jock who feared he’d said too much.

…Faerie…

He could tell by the way David’s blue eyes glittered, the way normally merry lips hardened to a thin grim line as his jawline tightened beneath its well-tanned curves, that he’d struck a naked nerve. And most times that would’ve bugged him; most times he’d already have been seething with guilt at having deliberately trespassed on taboo ground.

But he’d just flat out had enough! They’d been at it for over four years now, Dave and Alec had. Never mind Runnerman and Gary and Dave’s girlfriend, Liz Hughes—and that new Cherokee guy, Calvin McIntosh, and who-knew-who-else: disappearing unexpectedly, and not explaining shit when they returned wearing very grown-up shadows on their faces, joy and wonder in their eyes he’d not been asked to share.

And there was no reason he shouldn’t share those things! No way he was any different from the others—including the entire Gang—who’d walked upon the—what did Dave call ’em? Straight Tracks? After all, wasn’t his appellation, besides Mighty Hunter, GameGod? Earned because he was a master at creating fantasy worlds for role-playing adventures. Which was cold comfort when the rest of his buds were having real ones.

Of course they literally couldn’t tell him—at first, not Dave and Alec and Liz. They’d finally confessed that much: how they’d been bound by a magical geas not to speak of what they’d seen in certain places, done in certain others. But there were ways around injunctions like that, ways to avoid direct questions: to listen without being seen, to pause outside doors or tent flaps or windows, to creep silently back when you’d loudly walked away. Dave himself acknowledged him to be the quietest person he knew, save Calvin. But even Mad David Sullivan didn’t know how quiet Aikin Daniels could be, how stealthily he could move when frustration gave him cause.

And so he’d learned a few things, by repute and a scatter of begrudged conversations. But not once had he ventured in the flesh to that mysterious realm he’d just named. “Faerie,” he repeated, to force himself to confront it—and further lay the goad to David’s soul. “Or Galunlati?” he added, louder—though his voice shook in a way he loathed.

“Prob’ly,” David grunted, not looking at him, though the resigned slump of his shoulders proclaimed as loudly as words that he was about to relent. Alec would’ve caved in already, had he not been taking cues from Dave. Once, Aikin admitted wistfully, he’d have been calling the shots. He’d never fully accepted his demotion to Alec’s number two bud.

Nor did he break eye contact with Alec as he slowly reset the Winchester’s safety, folded himself down in place, and with deliberate nonchalance laid the weapon athwart his thighs: a woodland king with his sword of state. “If we’re gonna keep on bein’ friends,” he announced, “we gotta talk.”

“I thought you wanted to hunt!” David choked—and Aikin knew he’d won.

“I can hunt any time. You won’t talk about this stuff any time, and I don’t feel like workin’ up nerve to hit you with it again.”

“It’d take all day, to tell right.”

“I know a bunch of it anyway,” Aikin countered, “the stuff about you havin’ the Second Sight and seein’ the Sidhe ridin’ through your dad’s back forty one summer night. The magic ring one of ’em gave you…”

“Hmmm,” Alec mused. “Maybe we oughta ask what you know.”

Aikin ignored hm. “How ’bout we start with the deer? What was it? More to the point, where’d it come from? What’s it doin’ here?”

David sighed resignedly and slumped back against his tree. “Okay,” he began, “first…I don’t know what it was—exactly. Obviously it was some kind of cervid. Equally obviously it wasn’t any kind that lives in this World—”

“I’d guess it was from Faerie,” Alec inserted, casting a nervous eye at his glowering friends. “Critters from Galunlati tend to be our critters only more so: Pleistocene America and newer—plus odd lots, like the uktena or the water-panthers—”

“Hold it!” Aikin broke in. “First things first. What do you mean by World? The way you said it, I mean?”

Another sigh. “Don’t want much, do you?” David chided. “But the best way to describe ’em, I guess, is to think of our World—our primary physical reality—as a toy globe; and then think of the other Worlds as pieces of wet tissue paper torn into random shapes and thrown on it. They stick and conform to the globe’s shape and depend on it for support; but they also wrinkle, at which points they don’t touch our World—and they don’t cover it all over anyway. Oh, but they can land on top of each other; and if our World disappeared, they’d collapse into mush. Somehow our gravity extends there and maintains ’em, even though most of ’em really do have finite edges—you really can walk off the end of the world in some of ’em. But anyway, there’re a bunch of these Worlds that overlap and interconnect, but most of the ones we know about overlap northwest Europe and the eastern U.S. The most…accessible ones are collectively called Faerie; and the inhabitants—the human-type inhabitants—all arrived here from one place and settled ’em, but not all at once.”

He paused for breath, then went on. “So like I said, there’re three main Faerie realms separated by some kind of tenuous quasi ocean that doesn’t always exist, as best I can tell. And each of these realms overlaps our World at a different place—and time, so I’ve been told, which I don’t understand at all, since they all exist at the same time in their own space. The closest one’s Tir-Nan-Og, which covers the present-day southeastern U.S.—I’m not sure where the boundaries are, but they go at least as far south as Cumberland Island, where they’ve got some kinda port where the ships from Annwyn arrive. Then there’s Erenn, which overlaps Ireland in the eighteenth century, and Annwyn, which overlaps medieval Wales. I think there used to be one called Norwald, which was destroyed by iron, which is mondo dangerous stuff there ’cause it’s supposedly never cooled since…the Big Bang, I guess. And there’re all kinds of pocket universes and stuff that bud off the big ones, that can be reached from just one point or World. Like, there was a tower on an island inside Stone Mountain—”

“Fine,” Aikin interrupted. “So what about the deer?”

“Actually, I was sorta gettin’ to that by a long road when I started in about the Worlds,” David replied. “See, the Worlds connect with each other via something we call Straight Tracks, though I’ve also heard ’em called Ley Lines and a couple other things. They’re apparently lines of ‘cosmic force,’ or some such. Might be sort of solidified gravity, or they could be related to cosmic strings—that’s what Calvin’s lady thinks. But what’s major is that they connect all the Worlds. They can exist where there’s literally nothing outside. And they even reach to other stars. The Sidhe—they’re kinda the Faerie high nobility—got here on ’em from somewhere else, though they’re interfertile with our kind, in spite of it. So anyway, these Tracks run all across our World, unseen—’cept that I can see ’em with my Second Sight, which you know about—”

“The deer, Dave, the deer!”

“Oh yeah—well, normally I’d say it got on the Tracks in Faerie and got off here. ’Cept that doesn’t make a lotta sense, ’cause to get on or off a Track requires a certain skill—which nobody I know in our World has. Folks in Faerie can do it, and sometimes animals from there. But the thing that’s buggin’ me about the big white guy, is that there’s no Track anywhere near here. Nuada—he’s one of the Lords of the Sidhe—showed me where all the local ones were one time—at least the ones that connect with Faerie—and the closest, which is in the woods behind my folks’ place, is still more than three miles away. Also, there’s the matter of ‘the substance of this World’”—David made quote marks with his fingers. “What that means is that beings tend to wear the…matter, I guess you could say, of whatever World they’re native to, and the farther from their own World they get, and the longer they stay away in their own substance, the more that World’ll draw ’em back—like a bungee cord, or whatever. Some of the Sidhe can get around this by putting on the substance of our World—in which form they can use iron, but lose most of their magic. And how this connects with old whitey is that animals generally can’t do that, which means that even if one somehow got on the Tracks in Faerie and got off here, there’d be a draw on its instinct that’d keep it close to where it came in.”

“So this guy,” Aikin exclaimed, “evidently got here some other way!”

“And the only one that makes sense is that it didn’t get here by the Tracks at all, but came straight through the World Walls, which it shouldn’t have been able to do.”

“Unless,” Alec noted, “the World Walls are weak somewhere nearby, which can happen—’specially where there’s lots of iron in our World.”

“Which that weird wind we felt right after we saw it supports.”

“The…World Walls,” Aikin mused. “They’re the…interface between Worlds, right?”

David grinned. “You’re in the wrong major, man.”

Aikin grinned back in spite of himself. “I puzzled a lot of this out a long time ago, guys. I mean, a lot of it’s in books, if you can get hold of the right ones. Some of it’s even in gaming manuals.”

“Which are not, however, to be trusted,” David snorted.

“So what now?” Alec prompted. “Seeing how you’ve got us started.”

“I…don’t know,” Aikin sighed. “Much as I’d like to hear more of this, we’ve gotta get back to hunting. So how ’bout if we just settle for a promise to talk about it again—like real soon. Or—” He paused, as another idea struck him. “What I’d really like is for you guys to show me something.”

“No can do,” David shot back immediately. “Sorry.”

Aikin felt his anger rising to a head again, and had to fight to keep his voice low. “Well goddamn, guys! What the fuck have I gotta do? I mean—”

“We can’t access the Tracks,” Alec told him. “Shoot, Dave can’t even see ’em—or sense ’em, or whatever he does—unless they’re activated, which means the Sidhe are traveling on ’em. It’s like a wire glowing red when it conducts electricity.”

Aikin’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “But aren’t there other ways? Can’t you guys look between the Worlds, or something?”

“The World Walls weaken at the quarters of the day,” David admitted. “Sometimes you can see stuff then.”

“Except there’s nothing to see ’round here,” Alec added. “And the sun’s already up.”

“But—” Aikin began—and broke off abruptly. His sharp ears had caught a rustling in the leaves across the ridge. The white stag returning? Maybe? Probably? he prayed.

Only…this didn’t sound exactly right. There was something different about the pacing of these steps, something more…tentative…more uncertain. More mundane. Yet surely a real deer wouldn’t approach so close to three far-too-talkative hunters, however low their voices.

Unless the remnants of the fog had muted their tones—that and the mass of mountain ’twixt here and the quarry.

And at that exact moment, what he’d taken for a spray of sweet gums along the ridge crest moved—to reveal, sixty yards away, silhouetted against a sky now far more blue than pink or purple, a small spike buck: probably one that had been a fawn last season. And just ahead of it, a much larger doe—both good old American Odocoileus virginianus.

Fortunately, Dave and Alec had caught his reaction, if not yet the focus thereof, and quieted obligingly. Barely daring to breathe, Aikin twisted around onto his belly, to sprawl along the slope like a grunt in one of those Vietnam movies he’d obsessed on a few years back. A squint through the scope confirmed the target—the doe, which had lowered its narrow head to nibble along the ground: a perfect profile, with virtually no fog between. Once more he released the safety. Crosshairs found the heart, then slid toward the neck: quicker death that way.

And then instinct took over. He got that odd sensation he always did when prey was in his sights, of a thousand generations of elder Danielses peering over his shoulder as he enacted that most ancient of survival rites. Nor did he choose—consciously—when to pull the trigger.

Yet one instant there was absolute silence, the next, a boom loud enough to wake the world—and a solid slab of fiberglass stock slammed back into his shoulder: a shadow of the pain he’d just inflicted.

But what he saw—not through the scope, not any longer—was the little buck leaping away and the big doe collapsing where she stood, a bullet—his bullet—in her spine.

“Way to go!” David cheered behind him.

“Alright!” Alec echoed, already scrambling up the slope.

Aikin hauled him back by an ankle, sprawling him among the leaves. “Not yet!” he hissed—for no obvious reason since his shot had just put every critter in earshot on red alert. “We gotta hold off a couple minutes. I could’ve just stunned ’er.”

Alec blinked uncomprehendingly. “So?”

“They’ve been known to come to when you’re right at ’em,” Aikin informed him patiently.

“So?”

“How’d you like to have your throat laid open by a hoof?”

“But the blood…”

“Oughta be plenty in the thoracic cavity,” Aikin assured him with a fiendish grin, as he reached for his knife, “—from bone splinters, if nothing else. And I tell you what, McLean, you can have first slice!”

“You can carry her, too,” David chimed in gleefully, with a wider grin of his own.

Aikin suppressed a chuckle. “We will talk more,” he told them. “And I don’t mean about hunting.”


Interlude I: Live Audience

(Banba’s Wood—Tir-Nan-Og—approaching Samhain)

Gargyn took a deep breath and strode from the shelter of head-high ferns onto the gleaming gravel of the High Road where it turned west through Banba’s Wood. He wore his best kilt, a fresh white linen shirt, and the black felt hat Borbin had made for special days. Beneath it, his crimson thatch was as neat as could be managed with a broken onyx comb one of the Seelie lords had abandoned; and his face, hands, and knees were as clean as a summer sky. His bare feet could have used some work; then again, they had worked all afternoon to bring him here, in quest of a certain meeting.

Bad luck breeds blind hope, he told himself, repeating what Borbin had declared the day before, when he’d finally recovered wit enough to dare the forest where the Littl’un had first seen the wyrm. The one from which it—or one of its kin—had roared out yesterday morn. He’d found no dragon—no bloodred shev-ro-lay—but what he had unearthed was far more disconcerting.

A hole.

Not a dirt-walled digging full of decaying leaves and the odd feisty beetle, however, but a full-out hole: a strip forty paces long and half that wide, where the forest floor simply wasn’t. Ragged at the borders it was, and with a few roots and tufts of grass clutching grimly at the edges, where they had not yet dissolved—but mostly simply a patch of nothing where a hunk of his hold had been. And even as he’d stood gaping, a stone right at the marge—just by his left foot, in fact—had sifted away to…gone.

He’d mumbled a certain Word then, and held his mouth a particular way, and, with one eye open and the other closed, had peered through the World Walls that bordered that troublesome not-place, and into the Lands of Men.

It was iron, sure enough: a long, ripply fence of the cursed ever-hot stuff half as high as he was tall, endlessly long, and fixed to a series of wooden poles set in the earth between two stretches of quick-folks’ High Road. A trifling work, for them, Borbin had informed him, something they built beside their roads to keep their shev-ro-lays from grazing—or butting heads. But the World Walls were thin at that point, and with all that new iron there, the Mortal World had simply burned through. Fortunately, most quick-folk were numb as rocks when it came to matters of Power and couldn’t look into Faerie anyway. Most would see nothing at all—an instant’s disorientation, a breath of too-fresh air, and they’d be none the wiser—save, perhaps, in their dreams. A few might glimpse a patch of fog, and the very talented maybe the shadow of something old, alive, and rooted—like a tree. Only those with the Sight must needs be wary, and they were scarce as white krakens in the distant sea.

But there were more of ’em all the time: seers, quick-folk, big iron things, and holes in the World Walls, all; and Gargyn was tired of fretting about his clan. Which was why he was here, in his very best clothes, waiting for one of the Seelie folk to ride by and hear his case. One often did this time of day, Borbin’s brother had confided over an ale: one who’d harken to even a humble bodach’s woes.

He didn’t have long to wait—far less time than three sturdy quick-folk lads took to tote a dead deer two mortal miles—before a subtle pounding began to jolt up through his ankles. And very soon after that, he heard the scratchy thunder of hooves at a steady run.

He almost fled when she careened around the corner, so tall and fair and fey that lady was. But then she saw him, and reined her smoked-silver stallion, and smiled at him like lightning at stormy dawn—and Gargyn could not move, perilous though Seelie folk might be. She wore no crown, nor suffered any escort, yet was she clearly a queen. She also looked dangerously preoccupied.

“Hail, master bodach,” she called from the saddle, as her gown of pewter, charcoal, and greenish gray settled around her, like waves beneath a nervous sky. “Is there a reason you assay Lugh’s High Road on so fine an afternoon?”

Gargyn felt heat rise in his cheeks and decided to ponder the ground, but the woman’s eyes caught his and drew his gaze like a moth toward the flame of her own. Fierce, she looked, and angry, though not, he felt, at him. But sympathetic she likewise seemed, and so he told his tale.

She listened with patience and silence, then nodded when he was done. “Your plight is not rare,” she acknowledged, “though your own king does not seem to deem these…erosions worth his note. Then again, he has never cared much for you small fey, has he? As though you were a blight on the bloom of his oh-so-perfect realm. But Rhiannon of Ys knows your worth and would welcome you to my shores—were there not so many of you so suddenly, all fleeing these troublesome holes. Yet come, if you will, and I will comfort you, for I have found a World where you could dwell in peace forever.”

Gargyn chewed his lip. “’At’s as much as we could ’ope for, Lady,” he sighed. “But—well, where is this place? I can’t say I’ve ’eard of it.”

“Ys touches the Mortal World underwater,” Rhian-non informed him. “But it overlaps another land on the other side: one in which Power burns more brightly than in the Mortal World. I would settle you small folk there.”

Gargyn’s eyes narrowed sharply. “Would? Does ’at mean you’re not sure?”

“Access is awkward,” the queen admitted. “Yet a means exists in the Mortal World to erect a permanent gate between my realm and this other.”

“But—”

“Enough!” Rhiannon snapped. “You have your dreams, I have mine, and mine require that I mold another’s dreaming.” And with that, she set heels to her horse’s flanks and flashed away.

Gargyn watched her as long as he could. And wondered what Borbin would think about moving.


Chapter III: Rocks and Mages

(Lookout Rock, Georgia—Saturday, October 24—noonish)

“Well, that little grossness is done,” Aikin sighed, so softly Alec could scarcely hear him above the whooshing jingle of the water that slid down fifty feet of black rocks into a small pool two yards to his right. “All them guts be out and gone—like we shoulda done to start with,” he added, more loudly, over his shoulder.

Alec looked up warily from where, stripped to his cammo fatigues, he was attempting to wash everything above the belt in an escaped tributary of the pond—one whose normal clarity was clouded with swirls of red from the abundant supply that stained nearly all his visible skin.

Blood. Deer blood, courtesy of “friends” with screwed-up senses of humor.

True, Aik was also ensanguined, as was Dave; but he’d got the worst of it. And he should’ve known better, dammit! Should’ve expected that, as neophyte deer hunter and default group geek, he’d run afoul of some stupid initiation rite. With his first squirrel, at age thirteen, it had been smears of blood down either cheek, marked with David’s fingers. He’d expected the same with the doe, though she clearly wasn’t his kill.

What he hadn’t counted on was for Aik to pass him his Rakestraw hunting knife, point at the dime-sized hole at the base of the poor beast’s neck, and state bluntly, “It’s time you got your hands bloody.”

He’d done it, too, had sawed right on in there—with his teeth clenched and his stomach threatening to revolt at the stench of hot viscera. And there’d been God’s plenty of blood, sure enough, more than enough to fill the Thermos that sat on the rock shelf behind him with what, just that morning, had carried something’s life.

But what he absolutely hadn’t anticipated was that David would grab him from behind just as he was securing the cap, while Aik thrust his arms into the wound up to the elbows, and thus begored, tried to smear the yucky stuff across his face—and bare belly and chest, which, despite his best efforts, David’s deft hands had exposed.

And what his so-called friends hadn’t counted on (nor he) was the cap on the Thermos not being as secure as any of them had thought, and that his frantic thrashings (better than quiescent acceptance, though he’d known he was doomed from the start) would unseat it—lavishly anointing all three with the gruesome contents. Dave had caught it in the face; Aik from chin to groin. A free-for-all had ensued. In the end, they’d emptied the Thermos—much of it down David’s britches.

At least Aik had been sport enough to refill it.

But what none of ’em had counted on—or had forgotten in a year—was how heavy a medium-sized doe was when you had to drag her close to three miles. Hand-rasping, leg-numbing, shoulder-straining numb. Even in two-man shifts.

“Really should’ve field-dressed her where she lay,” Aikin persisted, as he skinned out of his T-shirt, squatted to Alec’s left, and commenced to scrub his hands.

“’Cept we’d have scooped up half a mountain’s worth of crud inside her,” David muttered absently, as he joined them. Behind him, the lately-eviscerated deer dangled by its hind legs from a dying pine between the lean-to they sometimes camped in and the impressive stone outcrop that gave Lookout Rock its name. Like his companions, he’d shed his shirt. Unlike them, he’d likewise doffed his boots. He looked unaccountably grim.

“Yeah, but we had a start on it already,” Aikin countered with a smirk. “I mean, given that old Frank Buck here split the friggin’ diaphragm so the guts started oozin’ out a mile down the trail—and we’re still gonna have to lug it on down to your house! Right McLean?”

“You’re the forestry jock!” Alec growled. “You’re the fool who handed me the knife. I’ve skinned three squirrels in my life and dissected one frog and a fetal pig. I don’t know crap about deer anatomy.”
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