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Prelude: The Splendor Falls

(Sullivan Cove, Georgia—Wednesday, April 23—midafternoon)

“Where does that ’un go?” Ralph Mims demanded from the passenger seat of Ben Carl’s black Grand Cherokee. He pointed ahead and to the left for emphasis—straight under Ben’s stubby nose, which irked the hell out of that feature’s rather more attenuated owner. Not for the first time did Carl wonder what he’d got himself into: agreeing to show this flatland resort developer around the wilds of Enotah County. Though technically a flatlander himself, he’d lived up here in the north Georgia mountains for over thirty years and sold real estate for twenty of ’em: more than long enough to know every pig trail, logging road, and mile-long gravel driveway in half a dozen counties.

He’d just not expected to play tour guide down all of ’em in three days. Shoot, the Cherokee showed more mud than paint now; he’d had one flat, chipped an expensive aluminum rim, and this dratted picky money-monger still hadn’t found a piece of property that suited him. Of course it’d help if Mr. Fat-ass’d explain what he actually wanted!

The finger hovered in place, though Ben had a strong urge to swat it halfway back to Athens, whence Mims had emerged like a grumpy rattler with the coming of spring. “Sullivan Cove,” he supplied instead—because he had to. “Private property—or Forest Service.”

“So?”

“So what?”

“So was every other piece you’ve shown me the last two days. Why should this be any different?”

Ben ground his teeth and accelerated gently—pointedly—along the long straight that had uncoiled at the tail of the tortuous curves, grades, and switchbacks that marked the descent from Franks Gap and the White County border. Mountains rose to either side, lush with spring hardwoods spiced with evergreens: a frame of wilderness bracketing the cultivated river bottoms ahead and mostly to the right. “It’s different,” he sighed through his teeth (still not slowing), “because the Sullivans’ve been there two hundred years and haven’t sold an acre they haven’t been forced to. Shoot, the REA had to march the old man out with shotguns when they built the lake, and even then—”

“Lake?” Mims removed the finger, but effectively replaced it with the rest of his stocky body, as though he would climb through the grimy windshield if he could. “Turn! Now!”

“Waste of time,” Ben countered, even as he complied. After all, he was charging by the hour—and charging a lot. Maybe he should think about overtime—or, given the Sullivans, hazard pay. Please God, don’t let’s meet old Dale, he prayed, with an audible sigh, as he swung the Cherokee hard left across a culvert and down a gravel road.

To the right, a low wooded ridge loomed close upon a few acres of freshly plowed farmland, facing an old, if much-augmented, clapboard house perched atop a bare hill an eighth-mile across the way, with the mountain they’d just descended lurking protectively above the splintery gray rampart of decrepit outbuildings behind it. A slim blond woman in jeans sat on the front porch drinking something from a glass that sparked in the sunlight; a newish Ford F150 and an oldish Crown Vic marked the terminus of a steep, rocky driveway just past the dwelling. “Sullivan number one,” Ben announced. “Bill and JoAnne. I’d mess with him ’fore I’d mess with her, but I wouldn’t recommend messin’ with either.”

“Farmers?”

“Technically. She works in a plant once in a while; he fools around with sorghum, and I think there’s family money.”

Mims (blessedly back in his seat) eyed the house speculatively—likely equating its patchwork shabbiness with lack of prosperity, which was a mistake in this case, and a big one. “Reckon they’d sell?” he queried, right on cue.

“Not for a million bucks.”

“Any kids?”

Ben started at that, which he reckoned a non sequitur, except that maybe Mims figured setting their kids up right might make a difference. He knew better. Still… “Two boys. Little ’un’s still at home—must be ’bout ten or eleven now; older ’un’s down at the University. ’Bout to graduate, I reckon. Smart kid, that ’un is: smartest boy in the county, I’d say—maybe the smartest person, period.”

Mims merely grunted. They passed a small church and graveyard to the right, a series of steep rolling pastures to the left. Matching arcs of woodland angled in further on, reducing the roadside fields to cramped strips no more than fifty yards wide, before opening out to the left on another farm even more run down than the first. An ancient, tin-roofed frame house stood there, abandoned behind a range of ragged cedars, looking for all the world as though some enormous constrictor had coiled about the structure and squeezed. A newer trailer further back and across the drive appeared well-kept and occupied. “Sullivan number two,” Ben observed. “Dale. Bill’s uncle.”

“Age?”

“Seventy—maybe? Who knows?” 

“Kids?”

“Nope.”

“Heirs?”

“Bill’s boy David, I reckon.”

“The smart ’un?”

“Yep.” And by then they had entered the wilder land that marked the last half of Sullivan Cove Road. Mims had perked up, Ben noted sourly, as though he’d finally found something that interested him. Just his luck, too: for him to get the hots for the one chunk of real estate he’d never pry loose from its masters.

”Where’s this lake?”

“Road dead-ends there,” Ben replied, grimacing as they crunched into an unexpected rut. “Old Sullivan place is underwater beyond.”

Ralph nodded smugly. Ben masked his irritation with a yawn. The land had opened up again, fallow fields alternating with patches of woods, alternating with serious forest. Ahead was a glitter that could only be water. Blue sky rose above: cloudless, save for a vague troubling in the air, like wind made manifest.

The road petered out in a turnaround ringed by the pale, worn-out stalks of last year’s broom sedge and pockmarked by the darker detritus of countless campfires. Without asking, Ben parked the Jeep and switched off the ignition. “Wanta get out?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Ralph replied smartly, fumbling with the door lock. “I’m real impressed so far.”

You would be, Ben nearly blurted out, even as he schooled his expression to careful blandness. A pause to steel himself, and he joined Mims on the scraggly grass at the end of the road. Mims inhaled deeply. “Looks good!” he enthused, striding toward the fringe of pines that screened all but the merest shimmer of the lake. Ben followed doggedly. The larger man’s ample bulk blocked most of the view ahead.

“This is it,” Mims proclaimed, hands on hips. “Why didn’t you tell me about that mountain?”

“What mountain?” Ben wondered, easing up beside his client. But then he saw.

The land sloped down before him in a series of bare shelves, equal parts red clay and yellow rock until they disappeared beneath the glassy waters of a wide, mysterious-looking lake. But straight ahead—no more than half a mile offshore—a small mountain reared a near-perfect cone above the surface: a cone whose summit was faced with raw cliffs of some white stone—quartzite, probably—that glittered so brightly in the sunlight it hurt to look upon.

“That mountain,” Mims snapped, pointing.

“Oh…right,” Ben choked. “I forgot about that.” Mims stared at him incredulously. “You forgot? How could you forget something like that? Hell, it’s perfect! We’ll put a lodge on top, with a cable-car to it, and a marina here, and cabins, and—”

Ben wasn’t listening, absorbed as he was with pondering how he could possibly have failed to recall a view as spectacular as this. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen it before, though not often since high school, it being a popular parking and skinny-dipping spot—if the Sullivans didn’t catch you. Yet the image he’d retained in his mind as he’d turned down the road had included the lake but not the mountain. Funny that was; real funny. And even odder now he thought of it, was the fact that this had happened before. More than once, in fact, he’d trundled down this very road, come to the lake, and been amazed to find a perfectly good mountain there. It was as if he forgot about the place as soon as he left it. Or, he realized with a shudder, as if the peak didn’t want to be remembered.

“Who owns this?” Mims bellowed, gesturing broadly to either hand.

“I’ll…have to check,” Ben managed, desperately glad to confront something comprehensible, however stressful, in lieu of what seemed to be tricks of the mind. “Doubt it’s the Sullivans, though. REA condemned it for the lake, so it’s either them or the state.”

“In either case, money talks,” Mims boomed. “Leave the state to me. You find out who holds the deed.”

“Right,” Ben murmured absently, rubbing his eyes. Maybe this time he’d remember.


PART ONE


Prologue I: There…

(near Sylva, North Carolina—Thursday, June 19—late afternoon)

“…and stay where you can hear me!” Jamie’s ma hollered from the open door of the run-down pink-and-white trailer that perched precariously on the steep hillside. Dark pines loomed behind it: the Pisgah National Forest. Jamie tried not to feel ashamed as he looked back. It was no fun being poor, no fun having a redneck daddy and a sometime whore for a mom (though he wasn’t supposed to know that word, or what it meant), no fun living in a place that looked like the woods had kicked it out like so much trash piled on its doorstep but not collected.

No fun having to keep tabs on a tomfool dickhead of a younger brother.

Still, the park beckoned: the nice clean streamside picnic area down the hill and to the right, where the government land ran up against 441, with only his folks’ washed-out gravel drive dividing all that neatness from their place, with its—what was that word he’d learned in school last week? Squalor?

Jamie strode along, relishing being alone. (Eight-year-old Alvin running on ahead like a banty rooster didn’t count, ’cause he was actually a fairly sharp kid most of the time, good-hearted when Ma and Pa let him, and cleaned up decent well in the bargain.)

No! He wouldn’t think about that; he’d think about good things. Pretty country everywhere but straight behind. A sweet, clear stream to play in: collecting rocks, or chasing crawdads, or looking for raccoon tracks; or even, sometimes, and not always in vain, panning for gold.

And the tourists. Most folks hereabout didn’t care for ’em, but Jamie kinda liked ’em, ’cause they mostly drove cool new cars or (increasingly) pickups, and wore new clothes, and had good food and lots of it, and sported fresh haircuts and—and even smelled good. (And when was the last time Ma or Pa smelled good?) And often as not, they had kids him and Alvin could play with who didn’t know his folks were Poor White Trash.

Jamie kicked at a pine cone, venting a rush of anger that had risen, maxed out, and faded all in a dozen strides. And by then he’d reached the road—no need to check before dashing across the gravel drive—and was dogging Alvin’s shadow into the fringe of pines that hid the park from his folks’ ugly lot. Quiet enclosed him there in that borderland, if not true peace. He inhaled deeply, relishing the scent of evergreens in lieu of the all too familiar sweat, beer, and burned grease that clogged the air back home.

“Come on, slowpoke!” Alvin chided up ahead, his Appalachian twang softened by the million dark green needles that filled the yards between. Impulsively, Jamie darted forward—and emerged into dazzling light.

It could’ve been another country: the clean, bright land of his dreams. But it was only a parking lot, recently paved, newly marked and painted—and empty. Jamie felt a pang of regret at that. No new kids to hang out with today and pretend he was a savvy and sophisticated city boy. No one to let him try their electronic toys, no town talk to listen to, so he could copy it—and maybe, someday, work the hick out of his own voice.

Empty.

“Damn!” he muttered, and jogged off to where Alvin was already disappearing down the trail to the creek. He joined him a moment later—and was shocked to discover that his brother was not alone. Two other boys crouched on the rocks there—or were they boys? They had really long hair, for one thing, and were awfully smooth-faced and slender, but they had wide shoulders too, and strong jawlines. It was hard to tell their ages—fourteen or fifteen, maybe: a little older than himself. There was also a girl, which might be good or might not. You had to be careful of city girls.

And these were clearly not country folk—not in clothes like that: new leather jeans and bright silk shirts, and with their hair dyed shimmery green and blue like those guys in Green Day, only darker, and with their ears and eyebrows pierced, but—there was no other word, in spite of two of ’em being boys—beautiful all the same.

“They’re from the mountain,” Alvin announced, as he sat down on a flat rock and commenced dabbling in the water. “They’re musicians.”

The girl’s eyes twinkled with mystery, even as she laughed; and the sound was like harmony sung with the tinkling water. She was also carrying a small drum. “You found that out already?” Jamie gaped. “Boy, you’re fast!”

“We told him,” the smaller outlander admitted. “We knew he wanted to know and was afraid to ask—so we told him.”

“You stayin’ over at the lodge?” Jamie wondered, feeling even smaller, dirtier, and uglier than usual.

“Near there,” the taller boy acknowledged. “We became bored and decided to…see what we could find.”

“Well, you found us,” Jamie grinned. “That’s about it. Not much goin’ on ’round here.”

“I do not think I would agree with that,” the girl retorted, flashing a smile so dazzling it almost hurt to look at. She shook her head so that the rings—six at least—in each ear jingled. There was something else funny about her ears too, but Jamie didn’t dare look too close, ’cause that would be staring, which was rude—and he suddenly wanted, very badly, for these strange, neat folks to like him.

“So what shall we play?” the smaller visitor inquired, rising.

“Tag?” From his larger companion.

“Follow-the-leader?” Alvin countered—because he was good at it, quick and nimble and fearless as he was.

The girl bit her perfect lips, then shook her head. “Hide-and-seek,” she proclaimed, staring at Alvin curiously. Then: “Jamie, I think you ought to be it.”

Jamie started to protest, but decided these folks might choose not to play with him if he did, so he nodded. “How high you want me to count?”

“Nine times nine,” the girl replied, taking Alvin’s hand. “Now come away, child; you can hide with me.”

Jamie clamped his hands over his eyes, leaned into the rough bark of a nearby pine, and began: “One—two—three—” He’d reached twenty before he recalled that it wasn’t like Alvin to agree to hide with anyone, much less a girl. And he’d reached seventy-four before he realized he had never once mentioned his name.


Prologue II: and Back Again

(Gargyn’s Hold—Tir-Nan-Og—high summer)

“Da’s comin’!” The Littl’un crowed from the cottage’s open door, eyes round as the bottom of one of those all-too-perfect bottles the Quick Folks discarded so carelessly—and as green as some of them, too. He was fidgeting like a hop-toad on a griddle: bouncing from foot to bare foot almost too quick to see. Dirty feet, Borbin noted. Torn shirt. Mud on the hem of his kilt, and the Lord Lugh knew what kind of leaves stuck in that impossible thatch of crimson hair, which more than hinted that the lad had been where he oughtn’t—like the feathery woods visible across the melon patch behind him.

Borbin sighed wearily—tolerantly, though she hid that lapse at once—and wiped her pudgy hands on the snowy apron that encircled her ample girth: ample for a bodach, anyway. “An’ where, a worried mother might inquire, did you do this seein’, my child?”

The Littl’un braced himself on the doorjamb, which stabilized his upper half somewhat, though his lower part kept right on twitching. “Out by the—” His face fell. His eyes grew even rounder.

“By the Hole, perhaps?” Borbin snapped, suddenly all steel.

The boy turned pale—and stilled as far down as the knees, likely from raw terror. “I didn’t mean to! Me an’ Urgo was playin’, an’ all at once we were just there, an—”

“Urgo’s gonna be the death o’ you,” Borbin grumbled—”an’ it’s hard to kill one o’ us, as well you know!” A pause for breath, and to take an ominous step closer, then: “Don’t let me tell you again! Them Holes is dangerous. They’re eatin’ through everywhere ’round here now! Why, one could gnaw through right here ’tween us, ’fore we knew it! Lugh knows one opened up under poor old Maddy MacOrpins t’other day, an’ she ain’t been seen since! I oughta—”

She paused abruptly. “What did you say?”

The Littl’un looked puzzled. “When?”

“When you came in!”

“That Da’s home—”

“Gargyn!” Borbin shrieked, and forgot her youngest entirely until she was ten strides out the door—and only recalled him then because she tripped over the mechanical manticore Gargyn had carved him before his voyage. And by the time she’d picked herself up, Gargyn himself was running through the melon patch toward her. She winced, even as she laughed, certain she’d heard at least two ’loupes split beneath that reckless tread. Markon, the eldest old’un, wasn’t far behind: any excuse to get out of work, though she supposed she’d forgive him this time. Wasn’t every day your sire returned from a voyage to Ys. Wasn’t every day a voyager to Ys made it back safe and sound, not anymore; not with the Holes nibbling away on the Seas Between as much as on land, so she’d heard.

“Sweet wife!” Gargyn yelled.

“Darlin’ husband!” Borbin hollered back. And a moment later they were entwined like newlyweds among the pumpkin vines.

Eventually Gargyn released her, but she knew the news wasn’t good long before then, by the way his embrace had seemed impatient and tired, dull eyes had capped what she knew from centuries of wedlock was not a sincere smile, never mind the preoccupation hiding in his kiss.

“Any news?” she prompted softly, even as she drew him toward the piled stone wall between the patch and the cottage proper. Gargyn’s shoulders slumped as he collapsed against her. His feet were dirty too, just like the Littl’un’s, and raw and blistered, as though he’d run most of the way from the haven at the coast. He smelled of sweat and weariness. But all that was for later, for now he needed peace—as much as she needed to know.

Finally Gargyn spoke, voice thin as his shanks, his shoulders, and his sides. “Bad news,” he agreed. “Herself’s withdrawn her offer. Says Ys is bustin’ at the seams now; says she can’t take no more refugees, an’ may have t’ send some of the ones is there now back. Says Lugh’s let the trouble go on too long, and it’s for him to fix—which I’ve been sayin’ all along.”

“But the gate? I thought—”

Gargyn shook his shaggy head. “Gate’s got to be too dangerous—she says. Says even she don’t dare poke through the World Walls no more—not since Lugh cheated her out of the Openin’ Stone.”

Borbin snorted. “Wouldn’t o’ worked no better”—an old argument. “First off, it weren’t his to give or hold back; it belonged to one of the Quick Folks—though how that ’un got such a thing, I have no idea. An’ second, a Hole in the Walls is a Hole in the Walls, far as I can see.”

“’Cept she said she thought the Walls might heal ’round a permanent one,” Gargyn countered. “If it was made with Power, I mean.”

“Fuck they would!” Markon grumbled, stomping up to join them, sweat streaking the dust on his bare chest and legs. He peered at his parents sullenly from beneath the wide brim of an intricate purple velvet hat one of the Seelie Lords had lost last time they rode by. He sat down without asking—breathing, Borbin thought, a little too hard for the amount of hoeing he’d actually accomplished. Concern made her ignore the Quick Folks curse she’d had no luck eradicating.

“What’re the World Walls?” the Littl’un blurted, out of nowhere. “An’ who’s she?”

“The Queen of Ys,” Markon hissed. “Rhiannon—’less Rigantana’s took over like folks was sayin’ she might, on account of how she’s better at dealin’ with the Quick Folks—”

“She hasn’t—yet—that I know of,” Gargyn broke in, fondling the Littl’un’s head. “As for the World Walls…they’re whatever separates this World from the Lands of Men, or the Quick Folks Land, or whatever you want t’ call it. Don’t you remember nothin’, lad?”

“I forgot,” the Littl’un mumbled, turning red.

“They’ve got Holes all through ’em now,” Markon inserted. “Like them places where Quick Folks iron has burned through. But there’s even worse Holes where a couple o’ Quick Folks boys got hold o’ some kinda stone from another World an’ started usin’ it to jump from World to World, only those Holes had Power mixed up in ’em, an—”

“An’ the Queen of Ys tried to steal that stone to make a gate to that other World she’d found beyond Ys, where nobody lived, that she was gonna open up to us bodachs and other small folk what feels like the Seelie Lords give us short shrift.”

“And now she won’t,” Borbin finished for him. “Which is a damned fine how-de-do.”

“So wha’cha gonna do?” Markon inquired, scratching his scrawny bottom through his threadbare kilt.

“Gonna go see Lugh himself,” Gargyn sighed. 

“Again,” Borbin sighed, more loudly, in turn. 

“Again!” Markon spat, and rose, kicking at a convenient cantaloupe. “Blood an’ iron, but I hate Quick Folks!” 

“Yeah,” Gargyn agreed with a final sigh. “I do too.”


Chapter I: Changing Shifts

(Athens, Georgia—Thursday, June 19—sunset)

“Marlboro-Lights-in-a-box,” snapped the girl with the Maori tattoos binding her thin wrists like tight black handcuffs wrought of some odd lace. Scott Gresham spared her face the briefest glance—she looked of age to buy smokes—and reached up reflexively to snare the requisite white-and-gold pack from the eight-foot rack suspended above the newsstand’s checkout counter. Free Camel matches joined the box on the flat plexiglass sheet beside the register, beneath which an array of Zippo lighters gleamed like metal ice. To his left, Byron was already ringing in the purchase. Meanwhile, Scott’s gaze had meandered from the girl’s nondescript visage to her more intriguing waist, where was displayed the first bare midriff—with attendant pierced belly button—of the evening.

Transaction completed, Scott caught Byron’s gaze and winked. Byron grinned back enigmatically from beneath his trademark X-Files cap. They were an unlikely pair at best. Byron was a citizen of the world: erudite, witty, and charming; muscularly compact, short-haired—and black (one of Scott’s two friends of that persuasion). Himself: born-and-bred in Tellico Plains, Tennessee, bright but not brilliant, sarcastic rather than clever, likeable in lieu of charismatic; and lankily tall, curly-topped, and Nordically Caucasian. They got along famously. Or perhaps it was merely the camaraderie of shared combat in the behind-the-scenes trenches of Barnett’s Newsstand. God knew it was damned hard work, much of that resisting the ongoing urge to tell the terminally brain-fried to fuck off. Or to tell the fatally lottery-addicted to find their own fortunes. Not that he was any example, he hastened to add; what with a still-incomplete geology dissertation hanging over him like the geode of Damocles.

Speaking of which, it was almost 9:30, which was when the Money Talks numbers were drawn, which was also when (because of reduced demand on the lottery machine) he got off.

Got off job numero uno, rather. He still had numero dos to attend: his quasi-assistantship over at UGA’s cartography lab.

“Quick pick on Lotto,” a new arrival coughed. Scott shifted toward the machine, but Byron was there before him, dusky fingers dancing across the keypad. Scott grimaced and leaned back against the shelf behind him, head barely clearing the assortment of rolling tobaccos kept there. He ignored the short businessman (by his dress) even now receiving the requested random numbers, for his gaze had been snared by a pair of figures pounding up the sidewalk beyond the glass windows up front. And before his weary brain could do more than catalog the set, they had yanked the door open and burst inside, tumbling to a breathless halt beyond the counter.

Alec McLean and Aikin “Mighty Hunter” Daniels; at twenty-twoish, a fair bit younger than Scott’s own pushing-thirty, and more friends-of-his-friends than actual friends themselves—had not the three of them been party to certain extraordinary secrets. Secrets so extraordinary, in fact, that they’d make Mr. X-phile here abandon his little cap in the despair of the utterly outclassed if he even suspected.

Otherwise—basically they were typical UGA seniors. Aik was shortish, with close-cropped dark hair, silver-framed specs, and a tendency (as now) to dress in black T-shirts and cammo fatigues—which made sense, given he was a forestry jock. Alec—whom Scott knew better because the lad had been in a geology lab he’d TAd—was almost depressingly average: average major (computer science), average height, average weight, mouse-brown hair above blandly handsome features. True, he sported the obligatory loop earring, subtly spiked hair, and carefully trendy clothes, but the overall effect was too contrived, too—there was no other word for it—neat.

Well, except for the moment, when he was flushed, panting, and had his shirttail half undone.

He was also lugging a beige plastic pet cage of a size to contain an average (of course, it being Alec’s) feline. Which, to judge by the caterwauling issuing from behind the chrome steel bars, the cage, at least at present, did.

Alec, having now regained his wind (and Scott’s assessment having expended less than a second), managed to compose himself sufficiently to blurt out a desperate, “Whew, Scotto, thank God you’re here; I need a major favor now!”

“Oh?” Scott drawled back, with the deliberate languor of someone who’d had to contain himself with too many people for too long and now found an opportunity to push someone else’s buttons for a change.

Alec’s eyes were wild, almost panicked. A glance at Aikin showed much the same, with a fair bit of resigned irritation thrown in. “We need to borrow the back room! I mean, it’s an emergency, okay?”

“Sure,” Scott agreed amiably, having concluded (in part from certain suspicions about the cage) that perhaps this wasn’t the time to prod the proletariat after all. Byron was looking bemused—and relieved, the Lotto Machine having, for the ten minutes of the draw break, shut down.

“Oh wow, thanks, man!” Alec gasped, already scooting past a twelve-foot rack of cigars toward the door to the Staff-Only storeroom-cum-office.

“Back in a sec,” Scott told his coworker. “Sorry.” Byron shrugged and proceeded to sell a stubble-haired kid in an REM T-shirt a pouch of American Spirit.

Scott joined the two invaders in a cramped and cluttered cubby walled on two sides by shelves bearing an assortment of spare-stock magazines and newspapers, as well as several boxes of returned publications sporting such evocative titles as Busty, Manshots, and Shaved Orientals.

“So what’s the deal?” he demanded, even as Alec plopped the cage on the relatively uncluttered surface of the owner’s desk and fumbled with the latch. Then: “Hey, you’re not gonna let that loose in here, are you?”

“No choice,” Alec countered, as wired as Scott had ever seen him. Evidently the occupant of the cage was clawing him through the barred front, thereby complicating its own release. A release it apparently craved in no uncertain terms, to judge by the screeches and very unfeline whistles issuing from within, which sounded like a bobcat trying to mate with a bagpipe and a flute.

“Thank God!” Alec sighed, as the door finally opened.

“You may thank me instead,” Scott shot back, then, in spite of the fact he’d seen it numerous times before, gaped at what had just stepped onto Midge Lee’s green felt desk pad.

Not a cat—entirely—at the moment. Or more precisely, it seemed to have begun as your basic orange tabby—the head had clearly been short-muzzled and green-eyed when it emerged. But already the nose was growing longer, the fur assuming a ruddy tinge, the eyes shifting to yellow-gold. And the forelegs—well, they’d started out standard old Felis domesticus issue: round, soft, and furry; only now they were bare and scaled from the elbow joint down (and feathered for another joint above it), ending in what closely resembled the claws of a good-sized raptor. An eagle perhaps, or something more exotic, like an African secretary bird.

As for the tail (which had now joined the rest of the beast in the cold electric light of not-quite-day), it was exactly like that of a small red fox—as indeed (save the front limbs), was everything else.

Scott exhaled a breath he didn’t recall holding, and as if on cue, so did his accomplices. “Well,” he began preemptorially, “which of you lads would like to explain why you felt compelled to bring the fuckin’ enfield in here, right at shape-shiftin’ time?”

“Not ‘the fucking enfield,’” Alec corrected. “Aife, since that’s her name. And we brought her here because—well, basically, we had no choice.”

“Would you like to explain?” Scott repeated, leaning back with his arms folded expectantly.

“Shouldn’t have to,” Aikin grumbled from the corner.

“You don’t have to explain the critter,” Scott conceded wearily. “I’ve seen it a time or two, even in that shape. What I wanta know is how two bright lads like you happen to be luggin’ a patently magical animal around downtown Athens, when you know the damned thing changes from Aife-the-housecat back to its enfield secret identity at dusk and dawn. I still don’t understand that,” he added. “Why it has to change, I mean.”

“Don’t ask me!” Alec spat. “That was Mr. Lugh’s bright idea!”

“It has to do with keepin’ brain patterns imprinted, or something,” Aikin supplied. “And with keepin’ McLean on his toes by remindin’ him this is a magical beast he’s got custody of.”

“Don’t remind me,” Alec groaned. “Doesn’t help that she’s also my girlfriend.”

“Was your girlfriend,” Aikin amended. “Lover, anyway.”

Alec bared his teeth and shot Aikin a warning look which took even Scott (who knew how wimpy Alec usually was) aback.

“Sorry,” Aikin grunted. “As to what we’re doin’ here—uh, actually, it was an accident.”

“A stupid accident, okay?” Alec admitted. “See, Aik’s been bugging me forever to let him do some before-and-after X-rays of our furry friend here”—he patted the now complacent enfield encouragingly—”so anyway, a bud of his who’s in vet school finally found a slot when he could zap her with the nukes off the record, and—”

“You told somebody else?” Scott yipped, aghast.

Alec shook his head. “Favor for favor. Guy showed Aik how to work the gizmo; Aik promised him two packs of venison.”

“It’s addictive,” Aikin explained helpfully.

“Right. So anyway, the plan was to sneak in at sunset in a forestry van we’d got hold of, and do the deed—except that somebody showed up who wasn’t supposed to, which means we had to boogie before we even got the first round done.”

“And then we had to explain ourselves,” Aikin added, rolling his eyes. “Which cost a bunch of time, which meant we had to get Miss Aife here home before she shifted.”

“So guess what?” Alec took up again—to Scott’s amusement; it was like watching a comedy relay team, which concept would have chagrined the hell out of either nominally sober boy. “Guess whose van died in the middle of downtown Athens?”

Scott lifted an eyebrow.

Aikin nodded sourly. “Piece of shit. More to the point, piece of shit with no upholstery in back, which means Our Lady of the Iron Phobia looked set to do her thing in the worst place you can imagine.”

“But being the quick thinking lads we are,” Alec went on, “we abandoned our wheels and beat feet to the nearest safe haven. Actually, we tried Myra’s place first, but she wasn’t home.”

“Right.”

“And we thank you for it,” Alec concluded, then turned to inspecting the enfield, which was quietly combing its elegant vulpine tail with one not-so-elegant claw. It trilled happily.

Scott eyed the door with alarm. “Please don’t let it do that again. I’d hate to have Mr. X-Files barge in.”

Alec turned pale. “Sorry. Like I said, it was the only place we could think of to let her out to change.”

“I still don’t understand why you couldn’t just leave her in the cage.”

Alec scowled. “’Cause she would’ve been too close to the iron bars, which really freaks her when she changes. It’s Aik’s famous imprinted conditioning, I think; when the change kicks in all that runs is instinct. Last time something like that happened, she yowled for three days solid.”

“Yeah,” Scott nodded. “I heard about that.”

“Made me wonder what’d happen if you tried to kill a double-cursed Faery woman who’s wearing the substance of this World.”

“I don’t wanta know,” Scott sighed, checking his watch, then sighed once more—from relief—as he noted that the enfield was reverting to its more conventional form. Which was still damned disconcerting, even when it only wore its magical shape for roughly five minutes twice a day. “Must be a pill,” he told Alec.

Alec nodded sagely. “I hate magic.”

“Yeah,” Scott murmured. “I know.”

A quick check to confirm that the enfield had fully lapsed back to cat shape, and Alec shooed his nominal pet back into the carrier. “Sorry,” he repeated. “Any port in a storm.”

“And speakin’ of storms,” Scott noted. “It’s supposed to rain tonight, and I’ve still gotta put in some grunt time down at the lab.”

“At least there’s no magic there,” Alec retorted with a smirk. “Just good old high tech-no-lo-gee.”

“Right,” Scott snorted as he ushered his callers out, to the curious regard of his partner-in-crime at the register. “Thank God.”


Interlude I: A Time Between

(near Sylva, North Carolina—Thursday, June 19—early evening)

“You say they had green hair?” the Macon County Sheriff rumbled incredulously, his voice an uncanny echo of the thunder brawling among the mountains behind Jamie’s folks’ trailer, on the warped front deck of which they were presently ensconced.

Jamie didn’t reply. Terror had caught him again—that cold, sick tightening in his gut that arose whenever something bad happened and he was forced to confront it with neither mercy, grace, nor warning—and sent him off to that dreamy distant place where he only lived in now. And for the moment, now consisted of contemplating his own scrawny reflection in the sheriff’s mirrorshades. Unconsciously he stretched up on tiptoes, which made his glassy twin’s tummy go as fat as his flesh-and-blood ma’s really was.

“Pay attention!” that ma hissed. He wished she’d go away and leave him alone. Or maybe that she was as little as her reflection, where it showed in a second set of mirrorshades belonging to a deputy Jamie strongly suspected by his black hair, rusty skin, and the name Bushyhead emblazoned on his plastic name tag, was a for-real local Indian, which was to say Cherokee. It was too bad, Jamie reckoned, that it wasn’t Ma who’d vanished, ’stead of Alvin. Pa might’ve complained some, but Alv wouldn’t have protested at all, and certainly not had hysterics all over the mountainside the way Ma had. What was she worrying about anyway? Sure, Alv was her kid, but Jamie was the one who mostly took care of him, or at least made sure he was loved and happy, which was the most important thing.

The sheriff cleared his throat. Jamie’s gaze drifted back to his own silver doppelganger, then down to the man’s name tag. Smith, it read. Which was why he’d forgotten it. Twice.

“Green hair,” Smith prompted, more irritably than before.

“One of ’em,” Jamie acknowledged at last, and it took him a moment to realize that it was his own voice that had spoken. “I said one of ’em had green hair.”

“Jamie, don’t lie!” Ma snapped.

“I’m not! I—”

The sheriff silenced her with a glance. “Might be so, ma’am,” he conceded. “Kids nowadays dye their hair a lot. Even little’uns. They use Jello or Kool-aid.”

“This wasn’t like that,” Jamie protested before he could stop himself. “This looked…I dunno, it just looked real. It was kinda dark, for one thing. Metally-lookin’—almost.”

“Anything else?” Bushyhead urged. “Any detail at all?”

Jamie shifted his weight, wishing he could sit down. His gaze had gone wandering again, to the trailer’s glass front door, which had likewise assumed the quality of a mirror. Unfortunately, it revealed a vista of the trees at the foot of the hill: the trees and the park. The park where Alvin had—

“…vanished.” The sheriff was saying.

Jamie shook himself, trying really hard to concentrate and be grown-up and cooperative, which was hard when your ma wasn’t being any of those things, and you were scared to death of what your pa would do when he came home, and it really was your fault that you’d disobeyed both your folks’ warnings about playing with strangers and as a consequence misplaced your only brother. Yeah, that’s what it was: misplaced. Better that than lost, or abandoned. And darn sight better than that word everybody was avoiding, which was kidnapping. Alvin had been kidnapped.

“Now let’s go over that last part again,” Sheriff Smith said through a yawn. “You were playin’ hide-and-seek…?”

Jamie nodded. “And the girl said that Alvin could hide with her, and she told me to count to ‘nine-times-nine.’ And—”

Bushyhead scowled. “That’s what she said? How she put it, I mean? Nine-times-nine?”

Another nod.

The scowl deepened. Bushyhead puffed his cheeks. “Did you get that far?”

“Huh?”

“How far did you actually count? See, the longer you counted, the longer they had to do…whatever they did. Or to go wherever they went—you did say you didn’t see a car, right?”

A third nod. “Right. But they said they were from near the lodge, ’cause I asked ’em.”

“But we’ve already checked there, and all the houses ’round there, and nobody remembers seein’ three”—Smith consulted his notes—“‘good-lookin’ teenagers with fancy clothes, rings in their ears, and colored hair.’”

Jamie could think of no reply.

“So basically they were there when you arrived, and when you stopped counting, they were gone?” Bushyhead concluded.

Jamie stared at his feet. “Yeah, I guess. I mean, I tried to track ’em, and all—I guess I forgot to tell you that—but all I found was prints goin’ into the creek but not comin’ out.”

The sheriff sighed wearily. “I wish you’d told us that before.”

“Sorry,” Jamie mumbled. “I forgot.”

“What else you forget?” his ma spat. He glared at her reflexively, and suddenly realized that her anger was only a disguise, a flimsy veneer over fear as deep as that he felt gnawing away his whole insides.

“Nothin’—I hope,” he whispered. “I mean, I might remember something else if something makes me remember, but…I mean, shit, Ma, I was scared, okay? I was scared for Alvin, and scared to tell you about Alvin, and…and scared whatever happened to Alvin might happen to me!” 

“Hush,” his ma sobbed, as the requisite tears appeared all in a rush. Then, to the sheriff, as she dabbed at her eyes with a paper towel, “What you reckon happened?”

The sheriff shrugged and exchanged glances with his deputy. For his part, Bushyhead scratched his head and peered at Jamie with curious sympathy. “What about drums?” he asked softly.

Jamie felt a chill dance down his spine, even as he spoke. “Drums?”

“Drums—or music. Any kind of music. Music where you wouldn’t expect it. Or odd music.”

The sheriff frowned. “What you getting’ at, ’Head?” 

The deputy ignored him. “Let the boy answer.”

Jamie took a deep breath and squared his shoulders, at once more grateful than he could say that the deputy seemed inclined to cut him some slack, and scared to death of what he’d just dredged up from another dark place in his memory. “Yeah,” he began, swallowing hard. “It’s like I told you: sometimes stuff makes me remember stuff, and all. So yeah, there was drums. I forgot about ’em. Well, no, not really, I just…I just got scared by ’em. See, it was gettin’ late, and I’d lost Alvin and I was lookin’ for ’im, only I couldn’t find ’im, ’cept that once I thought I heard voices—voices laughin’—only they were scary kinda voices, and then I heard somebody hit a drum three times real fast, and…and the voices stopped.”

“Voices in the wind,” Bushyhead breathed, to no one in particular.

The sheriff regarded him sharply. “What was that?”

Bushyhead shook himself, as though he too had become lost in some odd dream. “Nothing—not that’d do any good. I was just remembering a movie I saw on TV one time, based on a legend of my people. And two things come to mind right off. One is that it was about a tribe being warned about a threat from outside that it would be very bad for them to face. And the other thing”—his face went suddenly strange and distant—“the other thing was that there was a subplot about two little girls who got lost in the woods—these woods—and nobody could find ’em, but then they turned up safe.”

“H-how?” Jamie’s ma choked, intrigued in spite of herself.

“They said they weren’t lost at all,” Bushyhead replied. “They said some folks had took care of ’em.”

“Oh,” Jamie’s ma grunted dully, into a suddenly ominous silence, punctuated by more and closer thunder.

“Yeah,” Bushyhead finished. “Some beautiful spirit people my folks call the nunnehi.”

The sheriff studied his deputy for a long, worried moment, then sighed. “Reckon I best call in a search.”

Jamie watched him trudge to the waiting cruiser. But his mind was already speeding elsewhere: following that tiny new spark of wonder Deputy Bushyhead had unwittingly awakened in his dull, drab world, in the form of one soft spoken word.

Nunnehi.


Interlude II: Spying

(near Sylva, North Carolina—Thursday, June 19—early evening)

“What could be keeping Elvrin?” Fionn grumbled, from where he crouched on the fringe of the forest—as close as he dared approach to the Quick Folks hold he and Rallyn had lately discovered.

Sprawled in the leaf-mould beside him, Rallyn twisted around to face him, oblivious to the muddy detritus that clung to the tight sleeves of his gray velvet tunic. “Likely he saw a rock or a tree or a butterfly he had not seen before. You know how he is in this World. Just like Silver: cannot do his task for looking.”

Fionn wiped a lock of coppery hair out of his eyes. “One would have thought Silver would send someone less easily distracted.”

“He sent someone interested in this World, and Elvrin knows as much as anyone—about that problem, anyway.” 

“Yet he is not here when we need him—of course.” 

“We therefore rely on orders.”

“Perhaps.”

“Why not?”

In reply, Fionn eased away from a sunbeam lest it bestir the glamour that hid him from human eyes—and promptly flinched as his hand came down on something burning hot. He squinted at the small round object embedded in the mould. A thumbbone’s length across, the object was—an inch, to use the Quick Folks term Silver had drilled into them—and fluted along the edge like a crown. A perfect circle. He flipped it over cautiously, with a twig. Letters showed on top: white on red. Coke it read, in the script Silver had also made them learn. “Top of one of their bottles,” he growled. “Amusing, if you think of it: how they leave such dangers about, not knowing.”

“Iron is not hot in this World,” Rallyn hissed back. “Lest you forget,” he added. “Nor does your discovery offer any clue regarding what is to be done about her.”

Fionn scooted closer to the edge of the bluff, where the Quick Folks had hacked away a slice of the earth—a portion of woods and wild—to make space for a mountainside dwelling. The house was not unappealing, for one of theirs: made mostly of wood and stone that still looked like wood and stone, which was what houses ought to look like, palaces being another thing entirely.

The woman was also acceptably attractive—for a human. Taller than some, and slim; blue-eyed and sandy-blond—nothing remarkable there; that description fit easily half the Sidhe. But there was a fire of knowledge in her eyes, confidence in her stride, and joy in her wide white smile that made her seem far more alive than most human women he had seen, with their painted faces; hard, dead clothes; and narrow, selfish minds.

Trouble was, she knew. He had known that as soon as he saw her; had indeed sensed a tug of Power long before he and Rallyn had come to this place. Why, even now, as she loaded bundle after bundle into the back of one of those metal carriages the Quick Folks used (Explorer, read the words on this one’s shiny, dark green flanks), he could hear her pondering things no human should be able to contemplate—like Faerie, like the World Walls, like the Rade itself, which was due to depart a day hence; and which she not only knew about, but was actually anticipating. (And cursed be all that iron, which made a clearer read impossible.)

But orders were specific about such things. Any human who knew anything about other Worlds was to be dealt with: any human who had heard rumors or seen anything odd, or had light-paintings or sound-shadows or any of those Quick Folks memory tools. It had sounded amusing when he had volunteered to help scour the Lands of Men of such like. But it had been hard work—cursed hard. And that was with much of it already finished when he joined—like changing the master copies of printed works to blur references to unexplained occurrences (mostly in the north of a realm called Georgia, away to the south and west), then using Power to extend that change to all known replicas. Rigantana had been especially good at that, before she had returned to Ys to try to resolve that situation. And Rigantana had recruited him.

But that did not tell him what to do now, when a routine scouting expedition in search of a band of the Sons of Ailill who had been stirring up trouble nearby had produced a “knower” along the way.

Orders said to deal with such humans whenever they were encountered; but Silver also said final action must be confirmed by the cadre commander—who was not to hand just now.

But if the woman entered the steel carriage and departed (as was surely the intent of all that packing), they would lose her, and who know when—or if—she could be found again. Even if she did not leave right away; even if she entered the house and stayed, they would still have a problem, because this house had steel mesh on both its windows and doors, and Power could not reach through such things and yet perform such delicate tasks as clouding memories. And of course clumsiness might cloud too much and rouse even more suspicions, when the less humans knew about or thought about or speculated about Faerie the better. Even Silver agreed with that. Humans had caused too much grief already.

But what was the woman doing? Fumbling around at the door with a key and jingling others; and she had a pouch now—no, a purse, they were called. Which meant she was leaving, so they had to act fast.

Rallyn eyed his accomplice narrowly. “Do you wish to do it or shall I?”

Fionn sighed. “I will. And if I err, be it on my head.”

“It matters not,” a third voice murmured from the woods behind them: a voice that a human would have heard as a sighing on the wind had they noted it at all. Fionn did not need to look around to recognize his commander, the missing Elvrin. He exhaled his relief—a human thing to do, some would have said.

“Why—?”

“She is one of the Safe Ones,” Elvrin replied, easing up to join them, his green-black cloak indistinguishable from leafy shadows, even to Faery eyes. “Her name is Sandy Fairfax. She knows, and Silver knows she knows, and approves.”

“And the Ard Rhi?”

“He knows as well. She is a friend of the boy.”

“Oh,” Fionn nodded through a frown, “I see.”


Chapter II: Maps and Legends

(University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia—Thursday, June 19—late evening)

Fifteen minutes and a halfhearted rain-squall after fleeing Barnett’s Newsstand, Scott was a good chunk of a mile south of there, trudging up the wide marble stairs in the foyer of GGS—the Geography-Geology Building—in the approximate center of campus. A Vendo ham-and-cheese filled one hand, an unopened Mello Yello the other. It was dinner on the fly, in spades, all because he’d elected to indulge a couple of far too irresponsible…associates, or whatever the hell McLean and Daniels were.

No, that wasn’t fair. Or if it was, he had no right to complain, given that he wasn’t exactly a model of responsibility himself, what with his dissertation so long unfinished he’d start losing credits in one more quarter. Never mind that his assistantship would likewise go bye-bye then, leaving him degreeless, destitute, and directionless: a failure at even professional studenting, all at twenty-nine. He wondered how the job market was for traveling map salesmen. Or maybe Dr. Green, his major professor, needed a yard man. Scott knew more than enough about dirt.

“Hey, Scotto!” a female voice sang out behind him: cheerfully familiar, if distorted almost past recognition by the glass display cases that lined the upper landing. “So what brings you here this time of night?”

Scott forced himself to stop and turn around, in no mood for small talk when what he needed was a beer and a good night’s sleep, and what he had to do was analyze two years’ worth of Landsat photos of Georgia’s northeast corner by tomorrow morning. Which basically meant checking each version of each photograph in a (usually) vain attempt at determining what kind of vegetation overlay what kind of strata, and whether there’d been any significant patterns of change. It was a weird cross-discipline thing he’d more or less lucked into during a brief interlude as a geography major a couple of years back. Trouble was, that major had required him to unthink some things, which was hard, given his personal chaos of the time. And faced with the choice between a hard place he didn’t know, and a rock (rocks, rather) he did, he’d sided with the latter.

“Scotto?” the speaker repeated, sounding a little concerned this time. In spite of his irritation, Scott squinted at the shape who had just appeared from behind the six-foot globe that dominated the stair head. It was Liz Hughes: another of that corps of underclassmen he seemed to have become a sort of older adjunct to—or mascot for. Trackers, they sometimes styled themselves, because they’d all had adventures on those odd roads between the Worlds that McLean’s friend David Sullivan called Straight Tracks. Shoot, he’d effectively been on one himself, in one of the stranger episodes in his life, and the mental fallout from that was the source of half his grief. At least this Tracker was more levelheaded than most—and damned nice to look at: middle height for a girl, slim, pertly pointy-faced, and with a cap of feathery red hair. At the moment she wore jeans and a green T-shirt proclaiming something vaguely ecological he couldn’t quite read. She also carried a sheaf of flyers, one of which she’d clearly been applying to a nearby bulletin board.
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