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

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

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

I’ve been to Galunlati; I’ve been right near a place called Tir-Nan-Og.

Yeah, I’ve been to Galunlati, an’ I’ve been pert nigh a place called Tir-Nan-Og.

They’re both a kind of heaven; but the only way to go’s through magic fog.

I’ve seen the great uktena; my friends an’ me, we killed that monster dead.

Yeah, I saw that old uktena; three friends an’ me, we shot that serpent dead.

There’s a jewel grows in his forehead; that’ll show you what’s a-comin’ up ahead.

I’ve also fought Spearfinger; she’ll steal your liver gone before you know.

Yeah, I’ve fought that bitch Spearfinger, what eats your liver up afore you know.

I shot her, an’ I drowned her; but ’fore I did she laid four good folks low.

Werepossum Blues

words: Calvin McIntosh

music: Darrell Buchanan


PART ONE

Rewards

and

Promises


Prologue: Hyuntikwala Usunhi and Asgaya Gigagei Discuss Nunda Igeyi, Edahi, and Other Enigmas

(Walhala, Galunlati—high summer—dawn)

Hyuntikwala Usunhi was afraid to look at the sky.

For as long as he could remember—which was nigh as long as the Ani-Yunwiya had dwelt in the underlapping Land he had at last conceded should be called the Lying World—he had been fearless. But where the wise among The Principle People might wonder what a god could find to fear, Hyuntikwala Usunhi knew that he was no god, or less so than was his father, Kanati, the Lucky Hunter. And he likewise knew that when last he had gazed at the heavens, yesterday at sunset, they had held something terrible indeed.

As for this morning… Well, either that which disturbed him would remain or it would not; and loitering on the cool, dim threshold of his cliffside home would tell him neither. And yet he lingered, shoulders against the splatter-damp granite of the man-wide ledge that fronted his dwelling, feeling Ugunyi’s song thrum and rumble up through his bare feet as he stared at the ever-falling veil that filled his ears with its thunderous roar, even as it flicked tiny darts of cold the whole tall length of his body.

Water, it was: a river’s worth of it. The Long-Man, the Ani-Yunwiya called it; but he had always considered it an endless blue-brown serpent that coiled among the ancient forests of Walhala before plunging down the face of the granite cliff called Hyuntikwalayi, at whose base it smashed apart, only to ooze together again and slither on to the fire-laced seas at the edge of the world. An arm’s reach before his face it fell, and ten times their span to either side. And by the paleness awakening in it, and the sparks of red and orange that lurked and laced among the gray and green, he knew that beyond it lay dawn.

“It would seem, Uki,” a voice hissed from beside his left ankle, giving him the familiar form of the name that in the tongue of the Ani-Yunwiya meant Darkthunder, “it would seem, oh Weathering-One, that you have learned, these last few weeks, that even one such as you may be afraid.”

“It is a good thing to know,” Uki answered calmly, sparing the most disparaging of downward glances at the fat black-and-gold diamondback that blinked slit-eyes at him from the arching cave mouth that was gateway to his home. “—But when the vermin of the Underworld seek to counsel me, Walhala must surely fare ill indeed.”

And with that he turned right and followed the ledge into the light of first day. Not until he had traversed the tight trail to the top of the cliff, however, did he dare look at the sky, masked as most of it had been, first by steep stone ledges, then by the towering beeches, hickories, and chestnuts that crowned them.

And even then he shrank from seeking Nunda Igeyi, the Day-Dweller: the sun.

It found him, though, relentless as he was not; and sent its breath to stain his chalk-white flesh the color of fading fire. It gleamed off long legs and strong arms, off a flat-muscled torso and a narrow hard-lined face that wore the cast of the Ani-Yunwiya, if not their rusty hue. It struck skin that was bare save for a white knee-length loincloth painted with serpents and quilled with lightning, and armbands in the shape of uktenas that coiled like quickened gold about his biceps. Finally, it found his hair and bound bloody highlights into the waist-long braids that by noon-light were black as ravens.

But, to his vast surprise, Nunda Igeyi’s breath was cool! Cooler, far, than when last he had sampled it, yesterday at sunset. Uki sighed his relief, and—finally—dared let his eyes seek eastward, to the dawn.

The last of his tension faded with a second sigh.

Where yesterday, as for days before, Nunda Igeyi had flared and flickered, and at times had bloated so huge as to blot out all the heavens, so that the rains he sang up dried before they reached the earth, and he could hear leaves crisping where they hung; now it shook no longer. Now it was back in its proper place, with its proper light and heat.

And Uki no longer had cause to fear the sky.

“Edahi!” he cried, his voice like a clap of joyous thunder in the misty air. “Edahi: Calvin Fargo McIntosh! You who are my apprentice and like a sister’s son to me, know that I see what you and your friends in the Lying World have done, and it is very well done indeed!”

“Indeed it is!” a voice boomed behind him: a thunder of bronze, where his was brass. And with that Uki snapped his head around and beheld a man walking from the woods to the east.

He was exactly as tall as Uki and precisely as well formed; his face as hard and handsome and lined. But his skin was red as blood—redder far than the tint sunrise had smeared across Uki’s flesh. His loincloth was blood-hued, too, and bore a likeness of the rising sun and birds that might have been gulls.

“Siyu, Uncle!” Uki cried in turn: “Greetings, Asgaya Gigagei! Greetings, Red Man of the Lightning, Chief of Nundagunyi!”

“Siyu to you likewise, brother’s son! Siyu to Hyuntikwala Usunhi, Chief of Walhala!”

“It is long since you visited, Uncle,” Uki noted placidly, as he embraced his kinsman.

“It is long since I had call to visit,” Asgaya Gigagei gave back, with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “You serve your Quarter well.” He paused then, stared up at the clear blue sky. “Though for a time,” he continued more seriously, “I feared you would delay too long—or your apprentice would.”

“How is it that you know of him?” Uki asked carefully.

“He passed through my Quarter once,” the Red Man replied. “It was a year ago and more, when he and his Nunnehi friend fared east in search of the Burning Sand. I have been following his progress ever since. I also feared that this last undertaking of his would fail.”

“But it did not!” Uki cried. “Nunda Igeyi no longer shakes. Edahi has ended the war in that other Land which upset it.”

The Red Man scowled—an expression with which his brow looked unacquainted. “Do you know that it was Edahi who wrought this wonder? Men from the Lying World do not commonly have influence in Lands not their own.”

“He—or one of his comrades,” Uki answered flatly. “But only Edahi knew how to breach the World Walls; he therefore must have played a major role.”

The Red Man’s brows lifted in curiosity. “You are proud of this mortal boy? This son of the Lying World?”

“Not all who live in the Lying World lie themselves!” Uki snorted.

The Red Man ignored him. “He wants to be an adawehi?”

“A magician, as his folk would say? So it appears. I have tried to direct him as best I could.”

The Red Man chuckled. “Edahi: He-Goes-About—that was your name for him?”

Uki shook his head. “His mother’s father was a man of Power; when the boy was born he foresaw that the lad would travel far and called him accordingly—in both our tongue and his.”

“Names can be important,” the Red Man observed thoughtfully. “And they can mark important things as well.”

Uki’s eyes twinkled conspiratorially. “What are you thinking, Uncle?”

Asgaya Gigagei’s cryptic smirk became a grin. “I do not need to tell you what I am thinking.”

Uki’s response was to gaze once more at Nunda Igeyi, which had now fully cleared the horizon, still amazed that he could trust it. “Perhaps,” he murmured, “we should see how things fare with my apprentice.”

“Perhaps,” the Red Man laughed, slapping his nephew on the back, “we can use your Power Wheel—though of course we will use my ulunsuti.”

*

…a clearing in a forest, perfectly circular and as wide as three hands of men are high; paved with white sand across which no wind wanders; the whole bordered with watchful laurel; vigilant cedar at its back…

…four trees, lightning-blasted, twist skyward at the cardinal points: red at the East, white to the South, black marking West, and blue in the North; and running from them to the center of the wheel, lines of darker gravel that cross the circle into quarters…

…a crystal like an uncut diamond as big as a man’s fist, split by a septum the color of blood: the ulunsuti—the jewel from the head of the great uktena…

Two men gaze into it, there where the Quarters meet in Uki’s Place of Power. Blood films it: perhaps the blood of men. Or perhaps the blood of spirits—or even gods.

The ulunsuti drinks its fill of their might—and still the men stare into it.

And then…

…mountains. The soft-edged ridges of the Lying World, blazing purple and blue and green in the midday light. Lakes sprawl among them, cold man-made mirrors of a summer-hot sky. And amid those hills and long-drowned hollows a round knoll rises, carpeted in new-cut grass. Objects circle it like bright beetles cars—for Edahi has taught Uki that word. But these are empty; the folk who rode them to the knoll have gathered around its summit, where, beneath an arch of pure white roses an aging man in night blue robes addresses a brown-haired youth clad in stiff white clothing that clinches close about his throat and strains tight across thick muscles. A white-veiled young woman stands beside him, her dress likewise of white, though it is loose and flows like foam among the grasses.

At her left more women wait; in pink, pale blue, soft green, lavender, and yellow: fair as the flowers in their hands.

To the young man’s right, five youths likewise linger, all in snug white garments accented with color at throat and waist. Three of them have bound their long hair back in tails, and two of the five Uki does not recognize: one compact, dark-haired, and shortest, the other thin, gold-crowned, and tall.

The others Uki does know, for they have guested with him in Galunlati.

There is the slender, brown-haired youth named Alec McLean—once called by Uki Tawiska: the Smooth One—whom Edahi brought with him to Galunlati, where he helped slay an uktena and nearly died thereby; and who, reborn, was thereafter named Tsulehisanunhi: the Resurrected One.

Beside him stands his brother-close friend, David Sullivan; called Sikwa Unega—White ’Possum for his grin and the fairness of his hair; who journeyed once to the sacred lake Atagahi in quest of healing water with which to save Tsulehisanunhi from that same uktena’s poison.

And finally, there is Edahi. Dark and handsome, strong and black-haired, and alone of the young men gathered there also of the Ani-Yunwiya, that the folk of the Lying World call Cherokee.

The White Man and the Red Man watch fascinated, as some ceremony—Edahi has said something about attending a wedding—lapses into merriment and feasting.

“Very well,” Uki whispers at last, nodding at his uncle. “As soon as we can summon the others, we will proceed!”


Chapter I: The Boy in the Stone

(near MacTyrie, Georgia—Saturday, June 21—late afternoon)

Mad David Sullivan snugged a worn leather belt around his narrow waist and vented a grateful sigh. “Well,” he announced to the log-walled room at large, “I feel like my old self again.”

Shirtless, barefoot, and inclined to stay that way for a spell, given how hot the bunk room in Aikin Daniels’s unair-conditioned mountainside cabin had become in the few hours since he and his MacTyrie Gang buddies had deserted it, he scooped a pile of mostly-white clothing from the oiled pine floor and began transferring his wallet, keys, and checkbook from the tuxedo pants he had so eagerly abandoned to the faded cutoffs that replaced them now.

Amid the chaos of sleeping bags, backpacks, pizza boxes, beer bottles, and X-rated videotapes that updated the otherwise rustic room, that same Aikin “M. H.” (for Mighty Hunter) Daniels whose parents owned the cabin was likewise transforming himself from groomsman to civilian; moving, as always, with the near-absolute silence that was his stock-in-trade. A low, steady hiss to David’s right was Calvin McIntosh showering in the adjoining john. The faint odor of Coast soap wafted between the diagonal planks of the ill-fitting door. David wished he’d hurry. They needed to talk—badly. Not here, of course—with Aik’s overly eager ears alert and starved for secrets. But soon—real soon.

“Yeah, thank God it’s over,” Aikin agreed, oblivious to David’s subtle agitation, as he stuffed the tail of his black Sandman T-shirt into his own cutoffs. He retrieved his silver-framed glasses from the scarred oak dresser in the corner and raised inky eyebrows into like-colored bangs in relief.

“Guess it’s your turn now,” David chided. He unbound his “formal” ponytail, turned to the single mirror, which hung between the windows, and applied a comb to his thick, white-blond hair.

Aikin bared his teeth at the taunt, then flung his tux jacket straight at him.

David observed the attack in the glass, plucked the garment neatly from the air, and whirled it back whence it came, then flopped against the rough-hewn wall. Aikin wadded the forsaken formal wear into his backpack and eased toward the greatroom door.

Before he reached it, however, it flew open, and Alec McLean stomped in, likewise (and atypically) barefoot, and with his purple satin bowtie undone and trickling down his shirtfront, but otherwise still fully clad in the regalia the Gang had endured for Gary Hudson’s wedding. He lugged a duffle bag: as gray as his eyes and almost as elegantly slim. In line with his abrupt entrance, he also looked very harried.

Aikin flicked an unclaimed pair of Enotah County ’Possums gym shorts at him—which he dodged. “So what’s the deal, Mach-One? You don’t look like a happy camper.”

Alec shook his spiky dark head as he advanced into the room, releasing shirt studs in the process. “How’d you like havin’ a dog-drunk Darrell Buchanan vomit red velvet wedding cake all over your dashboard, then pass out cold?”

David rolled his eyes. “That’s our Runnerman.”

“What about Cal’s lady?” Aikin wondered. “Sandy, or whatever? I thought you were gonna lead her up here.”

Alec flung down his bag and commenced to undress in earnest. “She needed to pick up a couple things in town but said she’d come up after that if she got antsy—assuming she can pry Liz away from the other bridesmaids long enough to show her the way. Otherwise, we’re supposed to rendezvous at the Pizza Hut in MacTyrie. Me and Dave and Cal are,” he added apologetically to Aikin. “Sorry to stick you with K.P. man.”

“I’m not stupid!” Aikin growled. “I know you guys’ve got some big secret you’re hot to download. It’s no big deal.”

David shot Alec a wary glance. “Sorry—really. I’ll tell you what I can when I can, I promise.”

“Yeah, like ten years from now,” Aikin muttered. He stared at them a moment longer, then grimaced sourly and slipped out of the room, silently as always: the quietest person David knew—save Calvin. He also made an obvious point of closing the door. David wondered what he was thinking.

“So, where is young Mr. Macintosh?” Alec asked offhandedly.

David dipped his head toward the loo. “Made a beeline for the shower as- soon as Aik got the door open. Said he couldn’t stand himself a minute longer. Seems the A.C. in Sandy’s truck died right when they hit the road this morning.”

Alec laughed out loud. “Six hours in this heat? No wonder he was so ripe at the wedding!”

“I can’t believe he actually changed in the middle of the field!” David giggled. “No, actually I can, knowin’ Cal. And we were standin’ guard around him—sort of.”

“He say why he was late?”

David shook his head, suddenly serious. “Just what he told us when he called to say he was on his way.”

“It’s complicated, and I only want to have to tell it once,” a new voice called above the fading hiss of the shower expiring.

Once again Alec and David exchanged glances: blue and gray eyes locked in quizzical resignation. While David collected his finery, Alec resurrected his civilian persona. An instant later, the bathroom door squeaked open, releasing a cloud of steam around a muscular, rusty-skinned young man who stood there applying one end of a long blue towel to shoulder-length black hair, while the other flirted with his thighs.

David stared fixedly at the opposite wall as Calvin continued drying himself. “So, Fargo,” he drawled, “when are you gonna reveal this great secret of yours?”

“Besides the one he’s already revealing?” Alec chuckled. “Doesn’t look so great to me!”

“Eat me, White Boy!” Calvin snarled.

“Don’t have a fork that small,” Alec shot back. Calvin bent over to dry his legs—which not so coincidentally mooned him.

“Neither does your tattoo, actually,” Alec observed coolly, refusing to be baited. “—Look good, I mean.” “

Eat me!”

David glanced at Calvin’s bare backside reflexively, in quest of the cross-in-circle tattoo that had always graced—if that word was appropriate to such a referent—his friend’s upper right “cheek.” “God, he’s right!” he gasped. “It’s all…faded!”

Calvin straightened and craned his neck to peer over his shoulder, then gave up and padded to the mirror, where he proceeded to peruse his bottom critically. “Well, that’s interestin’,” he mused. “Not that I spend a lot of time lookin’ at my butt, or anything. Gosh, I bet it’s ’cause—”

He broke off, scowling, and unhooked a small, mud-colored leather bag from a peg by the door and slipped the thin cord over his head. It thumped against his chest and lodged against a glassy, palm-sized object wrapped in copper wire and depending from a wet and obviously brand-new rawhide thong. First things first, David noted: mojo before modesty.

“’Cause why?” he prompted.

“The door can be locked,” Alec added. “Runner-man’s out of it, and Aik’ll forgive us—eventually.” 

“Poor Aik.” David sighed, shaking his head.

“You guys still haven’t told him?” From Calvin. 

“Not much,” David grunted. “’Course we don’t know everything either,” he added pointedly.

“Start with the tattoo,” Alec suggested.

Calvin fingered the vitreous ornament between his pecs. “I…was gonna say that I bet it’s faded ’cause of all the shapeshifting I’ve been doin’ lately.”

Alec looked stricken—as he usually did when such topics arose. David shot him a glare and gnawed his lip. “I thought you didn’t like doing that,” he ventured at last.

Calvin fished a pair of flowered boxer shorts from a battered khaki knapsack. “Not likin’ something and not doin’ something are two different somethings,” he observed as he slipped them on. “But like I said, I’ve been doin’ a lot of shapeshiftin’—and I guess every time I do, the tattoo loses something. I mean, it’s not part of me, really. Like—”

“Oh, I see!” David broke in eagerly. “When you change back to human, your body has to reconstruct you according to your genetic blueprint. Only the tattoo’s not part of it, so it has to make do as best it can.”

Calvin nodded. “And when you turn into something with scales—which I, to my regret, have lately done—it’s kinda hard for a few grains of pigment to figure out where to go, ’cause there aren’t any analogous structures. Like, rattlesnakes don’t even have hipbones, much less asses!”

Both David’s brows shot up. “Rattlesnakes?”

“A matter of necessity. I don’t recommend the experience.”

“Which is very interesting,” Alec inserted. “But which doesn’t explain why you’re late—or all that B.S. on the phone. I mean, you called right after we discovered…it. And at the last possible moment before we had to split for the bachelor party. Five minutes later, and you’d have missed us.”

Calvin stepped into a pair of jeans. “Sorry ’bout that,” he mumbled. “Sorry I had to be so vague, too, but I didn’t trust the phone not to be tapped.”

“By whom?” David asked.

“By the police in Whidden, Georgia, for one; by the G.B.I., for another. Probably the feds as well. Shoot, for all I know, they’re snoopin’ now!”

“I would think it highly unlikely that this room’s bugged,” Alec intoned sarcastically. “And I’m not sure anything can snoop through solid log walls.”

David folded his arms across his chest. “It’s time you talked, Fargo.”

“Okay, okay.” Calvin sighed. “Well, to give you the quick and dirty version: I’m sure you remember our, uh, adventures of last week….”

“How could we forget?” David snorted. “World-hopping like crazy, shapeshifting, daring rescues, Faery naval battles, you name it.”

“There’s something you don’t know, though.” 

“What?”

Calvin took a deep breath. “You remember that night in Jackson County when I conjured up that fog, so I could summon Awi Usdi, the Little Deer, so he could call a real deer for me to get blood from? So I could use it to empower Alec’s ulunsuti to open a gate to that place those guys were holdin’ Finno?”

“Okay…”

“Well, I got something else as well,” Calvin whispered shakily. “Or something answered, anyway. “Guys, I…I called Spearfinger!”

“Shit!”

Calvin nodded grimly. “The lady—if you can call her that—herself. Seems she’d been followin’ us—you, in particular—ever since the first time we went to Galunlati. And when I opened the gate between Worlds for Awi Usdi, she sneaked through as well.”

David’s face was very pale. “And…you’ve had to deal with her.”

Again Calvin nodded. “And she’s killed, Dave! She…she even killed my dad!”

David sat down with a thud. “Oh, Jesus!”

An even grimmer nod. “And a woman and a couple of kids.”

Silence.

“I killed her, though—I hope.”

“You hope?”

A shrug this time. “She’s a supernatural creature not native to this world. I’m not sure what to believe. But I saw her die. In this world I saw her die.”

“Let’s see,” Alec mused. “She’s that shapechanging, liver-eating ogress from Galunlati, right? The one with power over stone—”

A knock rattled the door, jerking David back to the present. “What’re you guys doin’ in there?” Aikin demanded. “Tonto’s lady just drove up—and I’m stuck out here with a sot!”

“Tough,” David called through the door, even as he moved to open it. “I’m in here with a Cherokee sorcerer!”

*

“I hope you know what a lucky son-of-a-bitch you are,” David muttered to Calvin twenty seconds later, as they and Alec neatly sidestepped the resigned Aikin and the reeling Darrell (who had somehow achieved the porch) and bounded down the split-log steps into the sparse stand of pines that comprised the cabin’s front yard. A laurel hell fenced it upslope to the right, beyond which the Enotah National Forest began in earnest. To the left, a narrow rutted road snaked up the wooded mountainside from MacTyrie three miles away. A motorcycle and two cars crouched near the porch. Cal’s BMW bike, Aikin’s old brown Nova, and the battered red ’66 Mustang David called the Mustang-of-Death (as of the previous weekend, closer to simply a dead Mustang, he thought dully).

But a newish red-and-black Ford Bronco had joined them, knobby tires straddling the terminal ruts. Silver mylar on all side windows wrapped the interior with mystery and obscured the occupants, if any. “Now that raises an interesting question,” Alec smirked, when they stopped beside it. “Is it an insult to call a shapechanger a son-of-a-bitch?”

“Only if he hasn’t eaten dog,” a new voice volunteered: low and musical, with a soft Carolina drawl—and definitely female. David whirled around, cheeks aflame with a mix of irritation and embarrassment. He’d seen no sign of Sandy, and then suddenly there she was: five feet away and grinning like a ’possum. She’d apparently been lying in wait behind the nearest pine.

“Hey!” David laughed, stepping forward to enfold Calvin’s lady in the properly hearty hug he hadn’t had time for at the wedding because of preoccupation; or at the reception, where he’d had his hands full overseeing the degradation of Gary’s getaway car. Now, though, he’d finally got a good look at her, and he liked what he saw.

Though a high school physics teacher in her middle-twenties, Sandy Fairfax looked little older than his own girlfriend, Liz Hughes, who had just turned eighteen. She was tallish and slim, with serious features, a gently arching nose, and a waist-length sweep of straight, sun-bleached hair that was presently confined in a ponytail, though she’d let it down for the wedding. She’d worn a flouncy spring green cotton dress, then, with a belt of linked silver dogwood blossoms. Now she was attired more typically: jeans, white Reeboks, and a scarlet T-shirt hyping a locally produced educational film called Voices in the Wind. She wore no makeup, but a pair of tiny dream catchers depended from her ears. Yeah, David thought, Calvin was a damned lucky S.O.B.

“Liz saw a bird she wanted to get a shot of,” Sandy explained, in response to a concern David had not yet realized himself. “You’re lookin’ good,” she added with an exaggerated twang, as she released him. “Not as good as a couple hours ago, though. Ain’t nothin’ like handsome lads in tuxes.”

Calvin slid an arm around her waist and grinned. “Actually,” he confided, “what she really means is there’s nothin’ like a handsome man in his birthday suit!”

“The operative word being man,” Sandy countered smartly.

David grinned obligingly, then checked his watch and craned his neck, his gaze combing the woods.

Sandy saw him. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to fill in your part of this little conundrum while we wait for your gal, would you?” she ventured brightly.

“Liz didn’t tell you?” David replied, surprised. “She hasn’t seen…it either, but she does know about it, ’cause I told her.”

“Called her in the middle of the bachelor party!” Alec confided to Calvin, sounding disgusted. “I—”

They were spared further digression by the emergence of a slender red-haired girl from behind the Bronco. Like Sandy, Liz Hughes was wearing jeans and a T-shirt (hers was dull burgundy), which to David looked exactly as smashing as the complex lime-sherbet bridesmaid dress she’d sported in the wedding.

“Sorry,” she panted as she jogged up to join them, pausing to give David a perfunctory peck on the cheek. “I thought it was a red-tail, but then I realized it was a peregrine, which are really rare, and—” She broke off, looked at David with frank openness. “You’re in a hurry, aren’t you?”

“’Fraid so,” he admitted, and turned to give Aikin a silent farewell salute before steering Alec toward the Mustang. Aikin nodded sketchily, stuffed a shoulder under Darrell’s armpit, and dragged him inside. “Catch you later,” he grunted from the door.

“Yeah, thanks,” David yelled back. “As for hurrying,” he added to Liz, “well, it’s a pretty big deal, at least to me, even if it’s not a matter of life or death.”

“Which it’s not,” Calvin agreed. “At least I hope not. But a couple days ago, it was a very big deal indeed.” He did not add, David noted, that affairs still might not be settled—if Liz had really seen what she’d claimed. The peregrine was Cal’s totem. And to see one anytime, especially so far inland, was cause for concern.

“You lead,” Sandy told David, fishing in her pocket for her keys. “Me and Liz’ll follow, in case we can’t keep up.”

“Yeah,” Alec muttered, “and maybe old Cal’ll finally set us straight about his mystery.”

“They are related,” Calvin told him. “But like I said, I don’t wanta get into it until I can lay out the whole tale without interruptions. And I don’t wanta do that till I’ve got a look at your surprise.”

“Which we’ll never do, if we spend all day jawing,” Liz concluded practically. “Come on folks, let’s travel!”

*

Thirty minutes later, Calvin, Alec, David, Liz, and Sandy were standing in a semicircle before a truck-sized outcrop of dark granite that thrust from a wooded slope behind David’s parents’ barn. Beyond rose forested mountains; behind was the farm proper, dipping to the Sullivan Cove Road, with, across it, another ridge. The highway slashed through the river bottom a hundred yards to their left.

But it was the rock face itself that focused their attention—something in the rock face, more precisely. Specifically, it was a life-sized simulacrum of David—wrought entirely of rounded pebbles and poised as if frozen in the act of striding from the stone: left foot and right arm extended, expression one of alarm or surprise. Little more was obvious, save that the naked (and, to David’s embarrassment, excruciatingly anatomically correct) effigy was patently no work of nature—which, given what Calvin had said earlier about Spearfinger’s mastery over stone, was not comforting at all.

“Well, it’s a good likeness, anyway!” Calvin opined at last. “Even better than I remember, actually.”

“I’m pleased you approve,” David growled acidly. “Now, do you happen to have any idea what it’s doing behind our burning dump?”

“Weatherin’ away slowly,” Calvin replied promptly, but his expression belied his flippancy.

Sandy eased forward to inspect the effigy more closely. “Hmmm,” she murmured, “I see two weird things right off—not counting how it happens to look like Dave, of course.”

“Of course,” David grumbled through his teeth.

Sandy probed the juncture of figure and cliff with a finger. “Yeah, well, the first thing is that it really does look like it walked right out of the stone,” she observed, as if addressing her physics students. “See, if you look closely you can see how the granite matrix follows the contour of every pebble interface precisely—which means this wasn’t just made and stuck on.”

David shifted his weight and tried not to fidget. The damned thing gave him the world-class willies, appearing so suddenly, as it had, the evening before—or at least that’s when he’d discovered it. “And the second thing?” he managed.

Sandy puffed her cheeks. “These pebbles aren’t native to north Georgia.”

“Of course not!” Calvin broke in. “Seein’ as how that thing was put together three hundred miles south of here!”

David rounded on him, uncertain whether he was feigning anger or actually felt it. “Okay,” he gritted, “you’ve had your fun, your little game of ‘Prolong-the-Mystery’; I think it’s time you laid things out straight.”

Calvin’s eyes flashed fire, but then he nodded resignedly. “Before I do, could you do me one favor?”

David shot him a skeptical glare. “What?”

Calvin glanced around, mouth set, normally dusky skin unaccountably pale. “Uh, well…could you tell me if it’s normal for fog to completely surround this place in, like, two minutes? It was clear as day when we got up here—and now I can’t even see your house!”

“I can’t either,” Alec added shakily. “But I can see a godawful big rattler.”


Chapter II: The Boys in the Earth

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—very late afternoon)

“Rattler?” Liz gulped, blanching, but to her credit not bolting. “Where?”

“In front of Mr. Stony,” Alec muttered, inclining his head subtly to the right.

A chill crept across Calvin’s body that had nothing to do with the abruptly appearing fog, as he followed Alec’s edgy stare. Yep, it was a rattler all right: eastern diamondback, if he had his eyes in straight. Big one, too; the largest he’d ever seen, in fact—at least in this World: pushing eight feet if it was an inch, and as big around as his upper arm, with scales that gleamed so brightly they seemed wrought of bronze and gold. A glassy clump ornamented its tail like a hand-sized pine cone cased in yellow ice. It had evidently just crawled from some hidden hole in the shadowed triangle between the effigy’s legs and was now gliding toward them, its whole vast length sliding easily across the pine needles that comprised the ground cover thereabouts. But what really put the wind up him was that none of them had observed its emergence until, all of a sudden it was simply there.

Which was impossible.

And then a second realization made him shiver all over again.

That species didn’t live this far north! Their territory ended at the fall line, a hundred miles to the south!

“Adawehi!” he whispered, tearing his gaze away to lock eyes with a troubled-looking David. Calvin imagined his friend was scared as shitless as the rest of them but trying not to show it. God knew he was fighting a very instinctive urge to get the hell out of there—yet feared to move abruptly lest that provoke the snake to strike.

“Magician?” Liz wondered, with a skeptical frown. She was tense as a wire but, like Sandy, showing no fear of snakes as snakes—which was the only good thing about their situation, he concluded.

“Supernatural, in this context,” he corrected under his breath. “Cherokee think snakes are supernatural. And I’ll bet this one is.”

“What makes you say that?” Alec asked through his teeth.

“This fog, for one thing—as you should know.” Alec glanced around nervously. “You mean this is like…that one?”

Calvin started to shrug, but caught himself. “That’d be my top three guesses! I mean, fog’s a between thing, neither water nor air, which is why it works so well as a gate between Worlds. And of course rattlesnakes are creatures of great power.”

“Servants of Thunder, right?” Sandy murmured, as still as the rest of them.

“More often enemies,” he corrected, gaze never leaving the reptile. “’Cept that Uki sometimes uses them as messengers, probably ’cause they can slide between Worlds so easy.”

The snake was no more than three feet away now, and nearest Calvin. One abrupt motion, and he’d feel fangs in his leg. And though diamondback venom wasn’t as virulent as most folks believed, one that big could still do serious damage. And it would hurt like hell and be inconvenient regardless.

It was then that he saw the second one. Like the first, it was oozing from the shadows between the statue’s legs. But where the rattler had shone bronze, the newcomer was brass and copper, and maybe a tad slimmer of body, though still, at six feet, enormous for its kind. “Wadige-daskali,” he groaned. “Copperhead. Now I know we’re in deep shit.”

Yet no one moved. Perhaps it was because, inured to magic as they had become in the last few years, they all sensed that something was about to happen, and that if they fled no good would come of it. Or perhaps it was the uncanniness of the fog that swirled and eddied less than a yard behind them, and so far above their heads they could see neither mountains nor trees but only a disc of sky. And that, much worse, ended with impossibly well-defined abruptness, to describe a perfect cylinder around them and the scrap of cliff that held David’s pebbly twin.

The only sound was the swish of scales across pine needles, and of shallow breathing.

The diamondback was less than a yard from Calvin’s boots now; but where it had been steering straight at him, it suddenly veered toward the bank of fog, lifting its front fifth a finger’s width as it progressed. But instead of entering the white barrier, it turned again, to parallel its arc, until its whole length lay just inside it, measuring one-fourth of the circle’s circumference on the ground.

The copperhead was following, too, matching the rattler’s path precisely. Calvin stared as if ensorcelled.

—Until a sound startled him: a grinding thump that almost made him flinch—which could have proved disastrous. He tore his gaze from the serpents—and saw that the rock that had formed the statue’s right kneecap had fallen off and now lay beside one foot. And even as he watched, more pebbles crumbled from the arms and chin.

And then another rattler emerged, as large as the first, followed by a second copperhead. They were moving faster, too, just as the pace of the statue’s disintegration was accelerating. There was deliberate intent at work here, that much was clear, but Calvin knew in a way he could not explain that in spite of the presence of these denizens of the Underworld, no hostile power was involved. His friends seemed to sense it too, even Sandy, who’d had least exposure to the arcane. Still no one moved, but growing uncertainty was evident in more than one pair of eyes.

“Oh, shit!” Alec blurted out suddenly. “I see what they’re doing!”

Calvin started to shush him, but then he too noticed what his friend had. For, alternating diamondbacks and copperheads, the reptiles were defining a Power Wheel: four formed the rim, and four more had crawled inward to comprise the spokes, their blunt, triangular heads barely touching. Unfortunately, he and his companions were also enclosed by those quarters.

The pebbles were falling in a regular torrent now, the David effigy decaying at a shocking rate, until finally the fist-sized stone that had lain where its heart would have been thumped to the ground, sealing the hole from which the fourth and apparently final copperhead had just emerged.

Liz yipped in spite of herself. Calvin scowled at her—and felt another chill, for the unnaturally cool air abruptly filled with a dry, low-pitched buzz, as first one, then the other diamondbacks began to shake their rattles.

Louder and louder—and something cold brushed his hand. He jerked away reflexively—but whatever it had been was already moving past him. A downward glance identified it: the too-solid fog drifting past his knees like water filling a glass.

“Christ!” Sandy cried beside him, as it flowed in from all sides to engulf them. Already it was waist-high, but the rattling continued, though he could no longer see the snakes.

Chest high, and he gasped, for the fog was as cold as death.

Neck high, and then…

“Grab hands!” he yelled as he felt some force tug at him.

—And barely had time to feel Alec and Sandy seize his left and right wrists respectively before the world turned to white and the buzz of rattles.

And then there was pain, as if every cell in his body had been struck by a separate bolt of lightning and boiled to vapor.

Darkness and cold…

Then warmth and light again…

The fog was gone. But neither was there a defunct statue of David, nor any rock face to support one, nor a mountain for that outcrop to thrust from. Nor was there any sign of snakes forming a Power Wheel on a carpet of pine straw.

But there were pines—a few—mingling with a great many more cedars and laurel, all ringing a perfectly round clearing paved with fine white sand.

Head still awhirl, Calvin eased free of Alec’s grip and squinted past his companions (all present and accounted for, he noted absently) toward the palisade of trees. By the position of the sun, they were facing north. “Galunlati!” he whispered at last, almost to himself. “And if this isn’t Uki’s Power Wheel, it’s a damned fine copy.”

“We’ve…been here before,” David added shakily to Sandy and Liz. “That is, me and Cal and Alec have.”

“Some way to travel!” Sandy breathed. Her voice sounded reasonably steady, though the hand that clutched his was trembling. “I can see why you don’t like it!” Her face, when he checked, was pale, and he knew she was working to hold off hysteria.

“You…get used to it,” he managed as shock launched a sneak attack and made him reel.

“Galunlati,” Liz mused softly, her face even paler than Sandy’s, though Calvin knew she’d been world-hopping more than once. “But—but why?”

“Who knows?” he replied. “But this can’t have happened accidentally. Watch and listen, and just go with the flow as much as you can.”

“’Specially as we’ve got company,” David noted quietly, inclining his head to the left.

Calvin expected to see Uki—this was, after all, his Place of Power. But the figure that stood obscured by the shadows there was not the familiar bone white adawehiyu. Not by a long shot.

True, the man advancing toward him looked to be Uki’s size, and mirrored his mode of dress—and, as he drew closer, showed features like enough to Uki’s to brand him kinsman if not twin. But this man was blue! Saving his roach of slate gray hair, his ornaments of mica and dull-hued stone, and the troubling patterns shaved into the short fur of his loincloth and tattooed like killing frost across his skin, he was the cold, dark blue of winter shadows and icy water beneath thick-grown pines.

“Asgaya Sakani!” Calvin hissed. “It has to be: the Blue Man of the North, Chief of Uhuntsayi, the Frozen Land.”

“Friend of yours, I hope,” Alec muttered.

Calvin glared at him and shook his head, not daring to voice aloud that north was the direction of defeat and trouble. The rest held their peace, bodies tense, eyes feverishly alert.

“There’s another one!” Liz murmured, nudging him with her elbow.

He scanned the perimeter—and saw a second unfamiliar figure emerge from the long shadow of the blasted tree to the west. Nor was he surprised to observe that this man’s skin and garments were black as soot; his ornaments of jet, bear-claw, and iron. Otherwise, he differed from the Blue Man chiefly by having unbound silver white hair.

“And over there!” from Sandy, as a glance east showed yet another tall figure, this one red, even to his skin, which was the color of new-flayed flesh.

And then, finally, he dared look south—and relaxed. “Uki!” he mouthed at David, whose face was already lighting with recognition.

“Your…mentor?” Sandy whispered beside him.

He nodded, his hair hiding most of a troubled scowl. “This kind of thing isn’t normal, though. I wonder what’s up.”

“Siyu!” Uki stated flatly, when he came to within speaking range. His face was unreadable, displaying neither pleasure, surprise, nor disdain.

“S-siyu!” Calvin gave him back uncertainly. “Siyu, adawehiyu!”

Silence, as the three other…whatever they were…joined Uki to form a line in the southeast quadrant of the Wheel. And still no words, neither from Calvin and crew, nor their visitors, though the latter’s eyes spoke volumes, and little of it comforting. Doubt and contempt there was, mostly. Calvin was suddenly afraid.

“Edahi,” Uki said at last, his voice atypically sharp and threatening, “Tsulehisanunhi, Sikwa Unega—you three will come with us.” He paused then, as if seeing Sandy and Liz for the first time. “You women remain here,” he grunted, almost as an afterthought. “My sisters will attend to you when we leave.”

“Now wait a minute!” Calvin began hotly, his hands already balling into fists, as an anger he had never before aimed at Uki roared to life.

“Silence?” Uki spat. “You will keep silent until I say otherwise! The women will not be harmed, and if you act as you ought, you will see them again. No more will I say.”

Calvin had to clamp his jaws down hard to keep from telling Uki he was full of crap—and from lashing out with his still-clenched fists.

“Cool it,” David hissed through his teeth. “Go with the flow, remember?”

Calvin’s reply was a wordless growl, but at a grim, resigned nod from Sandy, he fell in behind the Red Man as Uki led the way from the clearing. David came next, with Alec following. Then came the Black Man, with the Blue Man of the North bringing up the rear.

They did not head south, though, toward Uki’s house in the cliffs beneath the rumbling waterfall Calvin could only just hear. Rather, they turned into the deeper woods to the north, where Calvin, though he had visited Uki more than once, had never fared.

*

Calvin did not know how long they trekked along, only that they traveled due north through unrelieved forest, that he was unaccountably hungry, given the food he’d scarfed at the wedding reception—and that he was bloody tired, which was not so unaccountable, seeing how little sleep he’d had the last week or so. He was also feeling guilty for not having told his friends about the statue when he’d had the chance. He could’ve given them the short form, for God’s sake: how he’d watched Spearfinger construct it down in Willacoochee County, then send it marching into the earth in quest of Dave. Now…who knew when he’d get to lay out the whole tale?

Never mind that both Dave and Alec were probably pissed as hell at him. And certainly never mind whatever it was that had Uki’s breechclout in a wad.

Uki…. His mentor had held ruthless silence since this journey began, as had everyone else in their odd party. And whatever was up had the feel of ritual.

Which could be either good or bad.

Not until sunset did the situation clarify even a little, but when it did, the switch was abrupt. One moment they were panting along the trail between close-grown maples, the next they were confronting a seemingly impenetrable barrier of laurel. Uki simply walked into it. The Red Man went next, whereupon Calvin gritted his teeth, closed his eyes, and followed.

The leaves did not prick as much as he’d expected, though, and as soon as a brush of clearer air touched his face, he was blinking across fifty yards of open ground at a mound. Three times as high as Uki was tall, he guessed it was, and close to thrice that across; conical and covered with grass, and with a more steeply walled projection thrusting to the right like the entrance to an igloo. A trickle of white smoke drifted from the apex—or was that steam? He relaxed a fraction. If this was what he hoped it was, maybe things would be okay.

Still no one spoke. And as the light faded, casting the whole site into a study in red and black, Uki led them to the east, toward what Calvin presumed was the entrance.

He was right. For when they halted, he could see a low, log-framed opening, beyond which a packed-earth tunnel pointed into darkness. He glanced at Uki, then at his stone-faced companions. None of them acknowledged his presence. His stomach growled. As if in sympathy, David’s followed suit. Finally Uki eased around to stand between him and the dark archway. “Remove your clothing. Do not speak unless I tell you.”

And with that, he and his fellows backed away.

Calvin rolled his eyes in resignation at his companions and fell to applying himself to buttons, snaps, and zippers. What choice did they have, after all? At least, he observed, when he’d stepped out of his gaudy boxers, it wasn’t cold.

David was also naked now, but Alec was hesitating over his dangling-dagger earring. Calvin saw him catch Uki’s eye and raise a quizzical brow. Uki spared him a curt, almost contemptuous, nod. Alec grimaced, but unhooked it and set it neatly in one of his sneakers. Calvin took the cue and lifted his medicine bag from around his neck. A thoughtful pause, and he likewise removed the uktena scale that had depended on a thong beside it.

Silence, still, but when Calvin straightened from depositing bag and scale, Uki pointed toward the mound’s extension.

Calvin started that way, heard David, then Alec sigh and fall in behind. An instant later, he ducked through the opening he found there. The skin of a black bear hung beside it, he noted, probably to shut out cold and retain heat. A pause for a final deep breath of fresh air, and he continued on, forced by the low ceiling to walk hunched over.

Fortunately it required no more than nine paces along a narrow tunnel walled with fresh-made mats of woven cane: not so far that he couldn’t see at all, but far enough that he ran head-on into a second bearskin marking the opposite end. Swearing silently, he eased it aside and paused on the threshold of a round chamber nearly thirty feet across and shoulder high at the sides.

Or that’s what he thought it was; it was hard to be certain, for the air was so thick with cedar-scented steam it was like walking into burning fog. As best he could tell, however, the room was walled with more cane mats above a low earth platform that followed its circumference at sitting height. Four thick cedar trunks halfway in braced the conical ceiling and quartered the cardinal directions. A fire burned in the enter of the packed clay floor—or had; mostly it was embers now: embers that yet gave their heat to a number of large glowing stones, atop which a huge pottery vat of water boiled and bubbled with a violence that would have done Old Faithful proud.

Calvin swallowed hard, took a deep breath—and regretted it, for the heat seared his lungs. Sweat lodge for certain, then—as the beads on his skin were already proving. Could be worse, he added, one this big couldn’t get too hot—whereupon he squared his shoulders and stepped in. As was proper upon entering such structures, he moved left, described a clockwise path, and took a place to the right of the entrance. David followed by example, and Alec, after a flurry of hand signs involving securing the door flap, as well.

As so they sat in the northeast quadrant, bathed in a steamy, golden half-light, and waited.

Very quickly the chamber grew dark, filled only with the dim glow of the persistent embers and the sounds of increasingly vocal stomachs and nervous breathing. Occasionally an ember popped or hissed, or a red-hot rock split with an explosive crack.

And still they waited.

Unfortunately, the heat was increasing by the second, the air becoming thick and close; presumably because the smoke hole in the ceiling had been sealed. Already reality was shifting away as Calvin’s awareness focused on his senses, on his body and what it was experiencing. The sweat that had beaded him from the start turned to torrents. Streams of it gathered on his forehead and dripped into his lap, or slid like lazy waterfalls down his back, shoulders, and arms. Beside him, he could hear Dave and Alec stirring restlessly, and thanked whatever gods looked after him that they had sense enough not to act up. They’d been in similar situations before, after all, and had read at least some of the right books—or Dave had.

If this was what he hoped.

Liquid splashed onto his head—probably their own sweat condensing on the ceiling to drip back down. The air was beyond muggy: hot and dense, with more than a hint of tobacco smoke or resin incense wafting through it that made it doubly hard to inhale. He tried to calm himself, to take shallow breaths, to use as little energy as possible. He sought also to turn his awareness inward, away from the torments of the body to that place were his self dwelt, inviolate and secure.

Longer and longer, hotter and hotter; and Calvin found reality shifting ever further away. More than once he started awake, having drifted to sleep—or passed out. Several times he thought he heard voices or drums, or saw lights. But the reflexive twitches those instances prompted brought him sufficiently aware to conclude they were mere tricks of his mind.

Finally, however, he was roused by what he truly could not distinguish between heat on his skin, the twisting in his gut, the tightness in his lungs, or the throbbing in his head—and saw true light: a man-high rectangle to his right, whose glimmering surely marked an exit from this place of torment. And even as he saw it, he felt a breeze—a cool breeze—and with it came fresh, clean air. As he rotated his head to clear the stiffness, and breathed deep to fill his tortured lungs, he heard a voice.

One word it said—Uki maybe, or maybe not. And that one word was, “Come!”


Chapter III: The Warriors

(Galunlati—morning—high summer)

Calvin rose stiffly, saw Alec and David doing likewise, their faces grim and apprehensive beneath their sodden hair and sheen of sweat. He blinked—they all did—as he pushed aside the bear skin and half-staggered up the now-sunlit tunnel and thence back into—not the real world, he told himself firmly, but at least one more tangible than that inside his skull.

Asgaya Gigagei, the Red Man of the Lightning, awaited them alone outside the earth lodge, his face as passionless as it had been since they had entered Galunlati. It was morning, presumably the one following their arrival—which meant that Calvin was now officially late for his final go-round with the Willacoochee County authorities regarding the Spearfinger affair.

Not that he could do anything about it. Not that he even wanted to on a morning such as this.

The sun had barely risen, its lower rim still masked by the treetops to the east, and the air—blessed respite—was cool and smelled of honeysuckle. Wisps of fog wove in and out among the more distant trunks like misty dancers tying the night to dawn with cobweb scarves. Their clothes, however, were nowhere in sight, which neither surprised nor concerned him. “Follow,” the Red Man grunted, striding eastward, where an opening between two hickories marked the beginning of a trail. Having no reasonable choice, they obeyed, first at a walk, then a jog, finally at a steady ground-eating trot. At some point the Red Man began to chant: “Yo, yo, yo, yo…” Calvin hesitated at first, then joined in, Uki’s ban having been on speech, not obscure monosyllables. Apparently the Red Man approved, for he began to blend his tones with Calvin’s, and eventually David and Alec chimed in.

Fortunately, they did not have far to go—no more than half a mile. And their destination was precisely what the pattern of the ritual so far had led Calvin to expect. David knew it, too, to judge by the increasing confidence with which he moved. And even Alec, though still tense and edgy, looked marginally more serene.

It was a river. Not the wide one that thundered over Uki’s cliffside home, however; this one was no more than thirty feet across and, by the darkness of it, deep. Its banks were mostly overgrown with laurel, save where a strip of coarse-sanded beach marked the terminus of the trail. Calvin didn’t need to be told what to do next. With a final “Yo, yo, yo!” he darted forward to launch himself into a flat dive straight into midstream.

The water was far colder than he’d expected, and made him gasp and shiver. But even as the cold stabbed into his heat-slackened muscles, it likewise reawakened his senses and brought tingling new life to his skin. For an instant he foundered, then found his depth and trod water while he waited for the others to join him. David did, whooping loudly. Alec followed more calmly, but likewise showed a relieved grin. The Red Man merely watched from a round-topped boulder on the shore—and lit a long soapstone pipe with a cedar stem. The smoke was pink and did not smell of tobacco.

For maybe five minutes they sported there, silent as river rocks but, as they grew accustomed to the frigid water, enjoying themselves nonetheless. Eventually Calvin waded to the shallows, where he made a stab at scraping a day’s worth of dirt off his body and at untangling his badly snarled hair. When the Red Man motioned them back onto the beach, the sun had cleared the trees and was warm on their skin. And by the time they had jogged another quarter mile—still chanting “Yo, yo, yo, yo…”—Calvin, at least, was quite dry. Eventually he realized that their cadences had merged with a pounding of drums that grew louder as they approached the lodge.

But the place they returned to was not that from which they had departed—not hardly! Instead of a small clearing centered by a single mound, he stared down from a low ridge at an open area of perhaps ten acres, enclosed by a palisade of sharpened, head-high stakes. A little way inside rose the east slope of the nearest of the four-sided earthwork mounds that marked the cardinal directions around a flat courtyard of roughly one acre, in the center of which stood a single wooden pole, easily twelve feet high and capped by what was likely a bear skull. Each mound was maybe fifty yards on a side, and all bore on their summits thatch-roofed, wattle-and-daub structures that Calvin assumed were temples—assuming this was some sort of ceremonial complex, which it almost had to be. The presence of staircases leading up the mounds’ inner sides reinforced that suspicion.
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