

[image: Cover]




Table of Contents


Copyright

AND SO THE BANSHEE CAME FOR HIM…

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Windmaster’s Bane

PART I

Prologue I: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter I: A Funeral Seen

Chapter II: Trumpets Heard

Chapter III: Music in the Night

Chapter IV: The Ring of the Sidhe

Interlude: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter V: Fortunes

PART II

Prologue II: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter VI: Swimming

Interlude: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter VII: Oisin

Chapter VIII: Running

PART III

Prologue III: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter IX: Hiking…

Chapter X: …And Later

Interlude: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter XI: What the Lightning Brings

Chapter XII: On the Mountain

PART IV

Prologue IV: In Tir-Nan-Og

Chapter XIII: Choices

Chapter XIV: The Lord of the Trial

Chapter XV: Of Knowledge and Courage

Chapter XVI: The Stuff of Heroes

Chapter XVII: The Justice of Lugh

Epilogue: In the Lands of Men

Historical Note

About the Author


Windmaster’s Bane

By Tom Deitz

Copyright 2014 by Estate of Thomas Deitz

Cover Copyright 2014 by Untreed Reads Publishing

Cover Design by Tom Webster

The author is hereby established as the sole holder of the copyright. Either the publisher (Untreed Reads) or author may enforce copyrights to the fullest extent.

Previously published in print, 1986

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher or author, except in the case of a reviewer, who may quote brief passages embodied in critical articles or in a review. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to your ebook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction. The characters, dialogue and events in this book are wholly fictional, and any resemblance to companies and actual persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

http://www.untreedreads.com


AND SO THE BANSHEE CAME FOR HIM…

David shifted the changeling so that it cradled awkwardly in the crook of his left arm. Slowly he eased himself down to a wary crouch, but his gaze never left the eyes of the banshee—eyes that burned round and red like living flame. Eyes that had nothing of beauty about them, only of hatred—hatred of life. He freed his right hand and took a firmer grip on the knife.

“Greetings, Banshee of the Sullivans,” he said, swallowing hard. “I can’t let you have what you came for.”

The wailing of the banshee faltered.

David carefully laid the changeling before him on the porch floor. “I have a child here, a Faery child. I don’t know if he has a soul or not, but I guess I’ll have to find out very shortly, unless some things change real fast. This knife—this iron knife—will have some effect.” He raised his voice and looked up. “You hear me? I’m going to kill the changeling. The Sidhe took my brother; I claim this life for myself!”

He raised the blade…

*

“Delightful…it kept this reader turning pages late into the night.”—Robin W. Bailey

“A FUN, FAST READ!”—A. C. Crispin

“Superlatively drawn…one of the most original heroes in modem fantasy!”—John Maddox Roberts
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PART I


Prologue I: In Tir-Nan-Og

(high summer)

A sound.

A sound of Power.

A low-pitched thrum like an immense golden harp string plucked once and left to stand echoing in an empty place.

And then, ten breaths later, another.

But it was the golden Straight Tracks between the Worlds that rang along their sparkling lengths, as they sometimes did for no reason the Sidhe could discover—and they had been trying for a very long time. Success eluded them, though, for the half-seen ribbons of shimmering golden light that webbed the ancient woods and treacherous seas of Tir-Nan-Og—and which here and there rose through the skies themselves like the trunks of immense fiery trees—were not of Sidhe crafting at all, and only partly of their World.

In some Worlds they were seen differently, and in some—like the Lands of Men—they were not seen. This much the Sidhe knew and scarcely more, except something of how to travel upon them—and that was a thing best done only at certain times.

Yet the Tracks were there, in all Worlds. And they had Power—in all Worlds. For Power was the thing of which they were chiefly made.

* * *

It was the half-heard tolling of that Power whispering through the high-arched windows and thick stone walls of the twelve-towered palace of Lugh Samildinach which awakened Ailill Windmaster a little before sunset.

At first Ailill did not know it as sound, for the song of the Track was as much felt in the body as heard with the ear: a swarm of furious tiny bees trapped in his bones and teeth, a tingling in the blood like the bubbles in artfully made wine, a dull tension in the air itself that sang to him alone.

Ailill allowed a smile to twitch at the corners of his mouth. It had been a long, long time since the Tracks had sung a song his particular Power could answer.

It was not that he lacked Power himself, that wasn’t the situation at all; Power was as much a part of him as his black hair and night-blue eyes, as his tall, lean body and devious wit. But when Power came from Without as well as within, it was best to grasp it, to shape it at once to one’s will—or risk the consequence. Power loose in the World was not a good thing, as all the Sidhe knew from bitter experience. For it was such random sounding of the Tracks that once of old had wrenched them from the place of their beginning and sent them wandering along the Straight Tracks to this World, where they had founded Tir-Nan-Og and Erenn and Annwyn and the other realms of Faerie that now lay scattered in the web of the Tracks like the tattered wings of dead insects.

No, unbounded Power was not a thing to be ignored, and Ailill was never one to ignore Power in whatever form it presented itself.

He sighed reflectively and folded his arms behind his head. The time for action was not yet. Sunset would be better and midnight best of all, for Ailill was night-born, and at midnight his own Power would be at its height. This particular resonance would not last that long, though; of that he was reasonably certain, and so sunset it would have to be. It was a good thing it had come today, too, for at midnight tomorrow would be the Riding of the Road, and that he would not miss in spite of certain apprehensions.

Meanwhile he studied his quarters: those apartments located high in the easternmost tower of Lugh’s palace which were by tradition set aside for the Ambassador of Erenn. In particular his eyes were drawn to the high-relief sculptures worked into the four square panels of cast bronze set deep in the pale stone opposite the window: Earth and Water, Fire and Air. Human work, he thought with a frown. And wondrously well done. Why can the Sidhe not do such things?

A rampant horse first, for Earth, which was substance; to its right, a leaping salmon for Water, which was the force that bound substance together and made it move. And below them, their mirrors: the displayed eagle of Air for spirit; and for Fire, for that which bound spirit together and allowed it to act, the two-legged dragon called a wyvern. Framing them all was a rectangular border that bore the endlessly interlaced image of the serpent of Time which enclosed all things. Earth and Water, Fire and Air—and Time. Of these five things the world was made.

And of these, the greatest is Fire, one form of which is Power, Ailill thought. And of Power I am very fond, indeed.

Ailill arose then, and dressed himself in a long robe of black velvet, dark gray wool, and silver leather elaborately pieced together in narrow lozenges. A fringed cloak of black silk covered it, and a thumb-wide silver circlet bearing the fantastically attenuated images of a procession of walking eagles, worked in rubies, bound his long hair off his face.

He took himself from the palace without being seen. A close-grown grove of splendid redwoods soared about him, their summits yet less lofty than Lugh’s walls, but Ailill chose a narrow gravel path that ran eastward through a tightly woven stand of stunted hazel trees, where tortured branches twisted together like the knotted brooch that fastened his cloak on his left shoulder. As sunset approached he increased his pace, Power now sparking through his body like the cracklings of summer lightning.

Eventually, his lengthening strides brought him to the low embattled wall that bordered the grove on the eastern side. Impulsively, he leapt atop that barrier, and stood transfixed as the empty immensity of darkening sky exploded before him. Glorious, he shouted in his mind alone, absolutely glorious! Ailill smiled, but no good showed in the sensual curve of those thin lips. Carelessly he stepped closer to the edge of the white marble merlon, let the rising wind send the shining silk of his cloak flapping behind him like the wings of the Morrigu. He did not fear to fall, for he could put on eagle’s shape and ride the breezes back into the High Air—far higher than the tall palace of Lugh Samildinach that now erupted from the wood-wrapped peak above him.

Power, he thought as he edged closer to the brink. Raw as rocks. Free for the taking, free for the shaping. But what to do with it? he wondered as his eyes narrowed and his brows lowered thoughtfully.

All at once he knew.

He reached into the air, drew on that force he felt coiling there, shaped it into the storm it wanted to become, and held it poised in an indignant froth of wind-whipped clouds as he called upon the Power and looked between the Worlds upon the homely splatter of silver lakes, gray-green mountains, and plain white houses that marked the Lands of Men. The sun setting behind him—in both Worlds today, which happened but four times a year—cast a shimmer of red light upon the landscape. But even to Ailill’s sight the shapes twisted and blurred like a torch reflected in unquiet water, obscured by the same shifting glamour Lugh once had raised to further hide his realm from mortal eyes.

That would be an excellent place for his storm, Ailill decided, laughing softly—even as tingling sparks shot from his fingertips and thunder rumbled among those lesser peaks.

And so he caused it to be.

It was a delight to command such things, he thought when he had finished. Windmaster, they called him, and not without reason: Windmaster, Stormmaker, Rainbringer—all were names that had become attached to him, and he gloried in every one. His mother had told him—she who had been a queen in Erenn before his father had put her away—that a storm had raged in both Worlds on the night he was born, and thus, just as a person’s Power was strongest at the same-hour of his birth, so did one feel closest to the weather that had watched him into the world. He shrugged. Whatever the reason was, he did not care; it was the storms themselves that mattered. He was a storm child. The storms he forged were his children—a truer reflection of himself than the son of his body could ever be. And this was an especially fine one.

For a long while after that he listened to the echoes of his handiwork frolicking noisily in that other World. The Tracks no longer called to his blood, and he relaxed into languid reverie.

Gradually, though, another sound, a gentler sound, began to creep through the grove to disturb his contemplation: the distant, muffled crunch of soft leather boots on the path that threaded the wood a short way behind him. It was a very faint sound, but clear to one of Ailill’s lineage.

All at once the need came upon him to follow those footfalls, and so he did, leaping with easy recklessness from merlon to merlon as the battlement spiraled precipitously down the mountainside until at last a clearing opened among the dark shadows of the ancient oaks to his right. He paused there at the edge, masked by a gnarled gray branch that grew close against the wall—and he saw who came there, tall, golden-haired, and dressed in white: Nuada Airgetlam, who, if not yet his enemy, was certainly not his friend, and who certainly would not like his storm.

Pointless, that one would say. Irresponsible. The World shaped itself in its own good time and to its own good purpose. To impose one’s will upon it without good reason was to set oneself above the Laws of Dana. It was always the same tiresome litany.

Ailill sighed and craned his neck. Nuada had knelt and was carefully inserting a hand among the ivory blossoms of an unfamiliar bush that flowered in the glade. He sprang from the wall then, silent as leaf fall, but Nuada looked up, frowning, as Ailill’s long shadow fell dark upon his.

“Well, Ailill, do you like it?” Nuada asked when the other showed no sign of speaking first. “A Cherokee rose, mortals call it. I have but newly brought it from the Lands of Men.”

“I like it better like this,” said Ailill, languidly extending his left hand in an apparently careless gesture.

Blue flames at once enfolded the white blossoms, through which the flowers nevertheless shone unwithered.

Nuada did not reply, but the slanted brows lowered over his dark blue eyes like clouds over deep water, and he scratched his clean-angled chin with a gauntleted right hand.

“…or maybe this way?” Ailill continued as a subtle movement of his first two fingers quenched the flames and encased the flowers in sparkling crystals of ice.

“…or like this?” And the bush burned on one side and glittered frostily on the other.

“I like it like this,” said Nuada with an absent flick of his wrist, and fire and ice were gone.

Ailill sighed and leaned back against the mossy parapet, arms folded across his chest. He shook his head dramatically. “What is it with you, Airgetlam, that you favor the things of dull mortality above that Power which is born into us, to use as we see fit?” 

Slowly and deliberately Nuada stood and turned to face Ailill, eyes slitted. “Ours to use, not misuse…and as for the dullness of mortality, do you not find immortality dull? Were it not for mortal men I would long since have left this World from boredom.”

“I find mortal men most boring of all,” Ailill replied, glancing skyward in arrogant avoidance of the other’s searching stare. “It is seldom indeed that they do anything worth noting.”

“We shall see, we shall see,” Nuada mused, his eyes shining faintly red in the reflected light of sunset, “for as the suns of our two Worlds align ever nearer to midnight and the strength of the Way to Erenn waxes, time again draws near for a Riding of the Road. Who knows what may happen when we do?”

“That Track still passes too near the Lands of Men,” snapped Ailill. “This I have told Lugh more than once. I do not see why he tolerates such things.”

“This is not Erenn, Ailill—or Annwyn, either,” replied Nuada with a toss of his head. “What was it?—five hundred years at Arawn’s court, which hardly touches the World of Men at all—and that in their past? And then straight here? Well, much can change in five hundred years, and mortal men not the least of them. It is true that their works intrude here, but no place is free from that now. And one thing at least may be said in their favor: They do not visit storms upon us. As to the Riding—you do not have to go. I ride as Lugh’s vanguard this Lughnasadh.”

Ailill did not reply. The sun had passed from sight. From somewhere in the darkness above them a fanfare of trumpets split the air to mark the evening.

Nuada fixed Ailill with one final searching stare, and turned his back.

Ailill frowned as he stole from the glade. He paused once at its edge, looked back, and softly snapped his fingers.

The roses took on the color of blood.


Chapter I: A Funeral Seen

(Friday, July 31)

Death was fast approaching—death in the form of old age, and it was approaching them both. Yet Patrick the priest was not concerned, not when there still remained any chance of salvation for the soul of the man sitting on the stony ground beside him. Oisin was stubborn, and his arguments were cunning, but he was a pagan, and had once been a warrior: a follower of Finn mac Cumaill, in fact, who had been the greatest champion in Ireland. Just now Oisin was defending Finn’s prowess on the field of battle. The words of his boastings were a study in Gaelic eloquence.

So much eloquence, in fact, that they fairly leapt from the page of the worn blue volume David Sullivan held open in his lap.

He could see them clearly, the two old men, one thin and frail, robed and hooded like a monk, the other yet well-muscled, mail and helm and sword shining bright in the morning. It was a wonderful image.

“Daaaavy!”

The image shattered. Footsteps pounded up the rickety barn stairs behind him. Cursed be younger brothers, he thought. Won’t even leave you alone for thirty minutes. David frowned at the book in grim determination.

Oisin sang now of the virtues of Finn, no longer simply as a warlord, but as a man accomplished in every art. It was getting good. The pagan was winning.

“Pa got the tractor stuck just like Ma said he would,” Little Billy cried gleefully as he galloped past to stand perilously close to the open door of the hayloft.

David snorted irritably. He rearranged himself in the dusty old rocking chair, adjusted his wire-framed glasses, scratched his chin where a trace of stubble had finally begun to grow, and returned to his reading.

“That sure is a big black station wagon,” said Little Billy, peering out the door and down the hill.

David ignored him.

“There sure are a lot of cars behind it, and all of ’em have their lights on, and it ain’t even dark yet!”

David shook a stray lock of unruly blond hair out of his eyes and glanced up reluctantly, a little surprised to see patchy blue sky and scattered shafts of July sunlight where only a short while before clouds had held uncontested sovereignty above the familiar riverbottoms and high, rolling ridges of the north Georgia farm he called home. Wisps of clouds still hung wraithlike here and there among the dark green hollows across the valley. Just like Ireland must be, he thought, until he lowered his gaze toward the muddy gravel road at the foot of the hill where a line of cars crept reverently along behind a hulking black vehicle.

“It’s a funeral procession,” he said matter-of-factly.

Just a couple more lines…

“A funeral procession?”

“A funeral procession,” David growled. “You ought to know that, old as you are…and if you ask me any more questions, you’ll soon have firsthand knowledge of one—from inside the hearse.” His last words hung ominously in the air.

“What’s a hearse?”

“That big black station wagon—except it’s not exactly a station wagon: bigger for one thing; built on a stretched Cadillac frame. They’re only used for funerals. Now please be quiet, I’ve only got three pages to go. Okay?”

Little Billy was quiet for almost three lines.

“They’re goin’ in that old graveyard across the road. Are they gonna bury somebody?”

David slammed the book abruptly shut, a sound like a tiny thunderclap.

Little Billy jumped, uttered a small yip of surprise and dropped the handful of straw he had been fidgeting with into the muddy backyard below. He looked up at his older brother, and their eyes met, and he knew he was in trouble.

David erupted from the rocker, setting it into riotous motion on the rough old boards. Little Billy was quicker, though, and darted down the narrow aisle between the hay bales.

“I’m gonna get you, squirt!” David cried loudly. He ran after his brother until he saw Billy’s head disappear down the stairs that led to the ground floor of the barn, then stopped suddenly and tiptoed quickly back to jog noisily in place by the hayloft door. His mother’s Friday wash flapped optimistically on the line below. And directly underneath…

Little Billy ran as if the devil himself were chasing him—down the stairs and into darkness, and then across the red clay floor, deftly leaping piles of cow manure and bales of hay as he went. Abruptly he bounded out into the broken sunlight of late afternoon and paused, his mouth slightly open in confusion. He glanced fearfully back into the gloom.

“Whoooeeeee!” cried David as he leapt from the hayloft in a sweeping arc that landed him directly behind his little brother. He made one frantic grab for the boy, but miscalculated and stumbled forward on his knees in the mud.

Little Billy shrieked, but his feet were already carrying him through the laundry and down the hill beside the house.

David recovered quickly and dodged left, skirting between his daddy’s four-wheel-drive Ford pickup and his own red Mustang, hoping to ambush Little Billy as he came around the other side. But Little Billy saw him at the last instant, squealed joyously, and threw his luck into one last wild, reckless dash toward the road where the slow train of cars continued to pass obliviously.

David caught him halfway there, grasped him by the belt of his grubby jeans and jerked him quickly into the air. He locked his elbows and held the little boy above his head, kicking frantically in five-year-old indignation.

“Now that I’ve got you, what should I do with you, I wonder?” David glanced meaningfully at the procession and then back at his brother.

“Maybe I’ll take you down the hill and give you to the undertaker and tell him to put you on ice. Would you like that, Little Billy?”

Little Billy shook his head vigorously. “No, Davy.”

“Maybe I’ll take you up to the house then, and hang you from the rooftop first. Would you like that better?”

“You better quit it, or I’m gonna tell Pa!”

“Pa’s not here,” David said fiendishly as he lowered his brother to his shoulders and began to stride purposefully up the slope.

Little Billy tried to crawl headfirst down the front of David’s body, but his attempt at escape only resulted in David grabbing him by the ankles and holding him with his head bobbing up and down between David’s knees. It was not an efficient mode of travel, David realized before he had gone three steps up the hill. He stopped and began to swing his brother pendulumlike between his legs, lowering him slowly until the white-blond hair brushed the long grass of the yard.

Little Billy alternately screamed and giggled, but David could feel his grip slipping. He made one final sweep and released his brother at the bottom of the arc to send the little boy scooting downhill between his wide-braced legs.

On the follow-through, David abruptly found himself peering between his knees at the bright-eyed face of a very smug Little Billy lying in the slick grass further down the hill. He suddenly felt very foolish.

Little Billy laughed. “You sure do look funny with your butt up in the air and your face down by your feet!”

“You’ll look funnier when I get through with you, you little…”

David started to straighten up, but paused, blinking, as something attracted his attention. The air around his head suddenly seemed to vibrate as if invisible mosquitoes swarmed there, and the hair on the back of his neck began to prickle inexplicably. He froze, still bent over.

Beyond Little Billy he saw the funeral procession halt as the hearse turned into the seldom-used cemetery of the Sullivan Cove Church of God across the way. It was strange, David thought suddenly, to see a whole funeral procession at one time, from between one’s legs.

The air pulsed again. David felt his eyes fill up with darkness, as sometimes happened when he stood up too quickly from a hot bath. His head swam and he felt dizzy. He blinked once more, but the darkness lingered. Oh my God! he thought for a panicked instant, I’ve been struck blind! But that was ridiculous. His whole body was tingling now; he could feel the hair on his arms and legs stiffening as chill after chill raced over him. And then the darkness was burned away by a hot light, as if he stared straight into the sun with his naked eyes, but with no pain.

Another blink and the world returned abruptly to normal, leaving only a faint, itchy tingle in David’s eyes. He shrugged, executed a lopsided somersault, and got up to chase Little Billy.

They had nearly reached the rambling old farmhouse when their mother hollered from the back porch that David had a telephone call.

“I’ll get you yet, squirt,” David shouted, bounding up the porch steps.

“I just washed them pants,” his mother groaned as he passed.

The screen door slammed behind him.

The phone hung on the kitchen wall next to the back door. David took a breath and picked up the receiver. Probably his father calling from Uncle Dale’s, wanting him to come help with the stuck tractor. “Hello?” he said, somewhat apprehensively.

“Well, Sullivan, what’re you doing?” came a voice young as his own, but slower and smoother, more like a lowland river than a mountain stream: his best friend, Alec McLean. An undercurrent of irritation surfaced on the last word.

“Oh, it’s you, Alec,” David said breathlessly, glancing nervously out the back door. “I was just trying to impose a little control on my brat of a kid brother.”

“Well, why don’t you impose a little of it on yourself while you’re at it, and check the time every day or two. You were supposed to pick me up half an hour ago.”

David shot a glance at the yellow electric clock on the wall above the stove and grimaced in dismay: It was nearly four o’clock. He rubbed his eyes absently.

Alec went on blithely. “Camping, remember? If it quit raining? Got me out of bed to ask me? Remember?”

“Son-of-a-gun!” David groaned. “Sorry. I’ll be right over. I just got so engrossed in my reading that I lost track of time.”

Alec sounded unconvinced. “I thought you were controlling your brother; I’d suggest a rack, thumbscrews—”

“Before that, stooge. No, really, it was one of those books I got out of that bunch the library was throwing away: Gods and Fighting Men by Lady Gregory. It’s great stuff, Irish mythology. You know, about—”

“Not now, David. I’m sure I’ll hear more than I want to about it anyway, before long…at least it’s not werewolves this time,” he added.

“You’ve got something against werewolves?” David replied archly.

“I do when my best friend tries to turn himself into one, like you did last time we went camping.”

“Alec, my lad, I would prefer to forget that unfortunate episode. I’m at least a month older and infinitely wiser now.”

“Well, I prefer to remember it—in all its excruciatingly embarrassing detail. I mean, how could I forget you running around up at Lookout Rock, stark naked except for the fur collar off one of your mother’s old coats, smeared all over with fat from a dead possum you’d found beside the road, muttering incantations out of another one of those old library books. No, my friend, that’s not an image that dies easily…nor, come to mention it, was it a smell that died easily—and I don’t intend to let you forget it, either.”

David sighed melodramatically. “I thought you were my friend.”

“I am,” Alec replied drily. “If I wasn’t, I’d have taken my camera.”

“Well, I can assure you that this is just a plain camping trip—a celebration of the end of this confounded rain we’ve been cursed with the last two weeks, if we need an excuse. And if I time it right, I may get out of having to help Pa. Uncle Dale got his truck stuck, and Pa went over with the tractor and got stuck too, and…”

“David?”

“Yeah?”

“Shut up and come get me.”

“Oh, yeah. Guess so. Be there in twenty minutes.”

“You can’t get to MacTyrie in twenty minutes.”

“I can.”

“You coming in a jet or something?”

“Nah, just my Mustang.”

“That’s what I was afraid of. Well—try not to set the mountains on fire on your way.”

“It’s been raining for two weeks straight, Alec. The mountains are very, very wet.” David’s voice dripped sarcasm.

Alec turned serious. “Really, Mom almost didn’t let me go this time, because of what she’s heard about your driving—not from me, of course…”

“Of course.”

“…but then Dad came in and said ‘Go! Get! No telling what your wild-eyed maniac friend will do if you don’t!’”

David rolled his eyes toward the dingy ceiling. “Your father thinks I’m a wild-eyed maniac?”

“But he likes you anyway, otherwise he wouldn’t have asked you all to put me up while they’re at that conference next weekend.”

David nodded. “Uh huh. No doubt he thinks you’ll be a good influence on me as well, is that it?”

“Something to that effect, yes.”

“Boy, is he mistaken!”

“Huh?”

“Never mind, old man,” David said. “Gotta go, we’re burning daylight.”

David hung up the phone and flopped back against the doorjamb, grinning mischievously. Damn, I feel good! he chuckled to himself.

One reason, he knew, was the imminent return of good weather—just a little sunshine did wonders for his state of mind. And partly it was the promise of getting out of the house and off the farm for a while, away from the oppressive ordinariness of his family. And, too, there was the anticipation of good fellowship—he and Alec had not had a good long bull session in some time, and there were things that needed discussing.

But there was something deeper underlying it all, he realized as he started down the hall to pack. It was that rare and almost mystical elation which accompanied the discovery of some new thing that he somehow instinctively knew would be of lasting significance for the rest of his life. When it happened right, it was like the opening of a door in a high stone wall; and this particular door had opened when he had begun Gods and Fighting Men. From its first ringing line, the book had filled him with that same wild and unexpected joy he had felt when he’d first read The Lord of the Rings two years before. That book had given him “a new metaphor for existence”—that was the phrase Alec’s English-teacher father had used. And now he had another.

He grinned again, in fiendish anticipation. He would tell that infidel Alec all about it—whether he wanted to know or not.

*

David’s slim, blond mother was leaning against one of the back porch posts when he emerged from the house five minutes later. A frosted glass of ice tea tinkled in one hand; white flour patterned her faded blue Levis. She looked tired. “Somebody’s dead,” she observed flatly, pointing down the hill.

“Somebody’s always dead.”

She frowned, so that the crow’s-feet in the tanned skin around her eyes deepened, as they had of late. “Don’t get smart, boy!” she warned.

“Oh, I already am—got it from my mother.” David flashed her his most dazzling smile as he leapt from the shadowed gloom of the low porch into the sudden glare of sun-dappled yard, his worn knapsack flapping loosely on his back as he sprinted toward the car. Little Billy was nowhere in sight.

In the harsh light the Mustang seemed somehow to shine even redder than usual, as if the steel of which it was made had been rendered red-hot by the afternoon sunshine. Its narrow chrome bumpers glittered so brilliantly they made David blink and his eyes water. Indeed the very air seemed to sparkle in some uncanny way, as if every floating dust mote were a minute, perfectly faceted diamond that materialized out of nowhere to gyrate crazily before him in a swirl of multicolored particles like iridescent dust thrown before a wind, briefly outlining every tree and leaf and blade of grass with a glittering halo of burning, scintillating color.

David stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth hanging open in curious incredulity, then wrenched off his glasses and stared at them foolishly. Though the lenses appeared clean, he wiped them on a corner of his shirttail and glanced up again, blinking rapidly.

The effect had ended.

A shrug. “Too hot, or something,” he muttered to himself.

Little Billy came out from where he had been lurking behind the car. He stared at David uncertainly and extended the blue volume. “Here’s your book, Davy. I’m sorry I bothered you.” David blinked again, smiled absently, and ruffled his brother’s tousled hair. “No problem, kid.”

Little Billy’s eyes were wide, hopeful. “You’re not really gonna give me to the undertaker, are you?”

“Couldn’t get enough for you, squirt,” David grinned. “No, of course not. Thanks, though, for getting this for me.”

As he unslung the knapsack to stuff the book inside, David glimpsed the name neatly stenciled on the fading khaki canvas:

SULLIVAN, D.

A chill passed over him, and he paused and looked up to see the crowds of people still clustered among the weathered tombstones and scruffy oak trees across the road. It was startling how clear the air had suddenly become, how much more sharply focused everything seemed. He almost felt as if he could read the names carved on the stones, count the leaves on the trees, see the tears glistening on those grief-stricken faces.

And David remembered another funeral three years before. SULLIVAN, D—not himself, but that other David Sullivan, his father’s youngest brother, after whom he had been named; David-the-elder, Uncle Dale had called him, to differentiate the two.

David-the-elder had embraced life with a burning enthusiasm not often seen in his family—and had found a sympathetic outlet for that enthusiasm in his precocious young nephew, whom he had taught to read by the age of four, and how to fish and hunt and camp and wrestle and swim and drive and a hundred other skills before David was twelve.

Then he had joined the army.

Two years later he was dead, blown to pieces where he wandered off duty on a Middle Eastern street. “An unprovoked terrorist action,” the government called it. A twenty-minute funeral had marked barely twenty years of life. Not enough. But that night twenty-one shots had sounded over the family cemetery at Uncle Dale’s farm, and a clench-jawed David-the-younger had fired each one into the star-filled darkness. It had been the least he could do. David felt his eyes mist over as he fished for his car keys. Once they had been David-the-elder’s keys.

“You okay?” Little Billy asked hesitantly, concern shadowing his small features.

David shook his head as if to clear it, and smiled wanly, feeling too good to keep long company with such dark thoughts. “Yeah, sure.”

He got in the car, cranked it, and turned on the radio. The nasal twang of some female country singer berating her long-suffering husband about “drinkin’ and runnin’ around” that suddenly assailed his ears sent David hastily fumbling in the glove box for a cassette instead. The song reminded him too much of home, sometimes.

Big Country, maybe—or U-2? No, that wasn’t quite what he wanted. Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers? Close, but maybe something a little older. Ah—he knew just the thing.

A moment later, the Byrds’s recording of “Mr. Tambourine Man” pulsed and jingled through the car. David found himself singing along as he paid token obeisance to the stop sign at the end of the gravel road and turned left onto the long straightaway that passed through his father’s river bottom on its way from Atlanta to the resorts of western North Carolina. His tires chirped softly, leaving twin black streaks as he accelerated off toward MacTyrie. He frowned. There was a buzz in one of his new rear speakers.

He had already forgotten the funeral.

*

Seven minutes later David slid the car to a halt at the intersection that marked the effective center of downtown Enotah, where the MacTyrie road ran into Georgia 76. Twin signs pointed west toward Hiawassee and eastward to Clayton. To his right a hundred-year-old courthouse raised crumbling Gothic spires. The only traffic light in Enotah county blinked balefully overhead. Abruptly the car’s engine stumbled. “Damn,” he cursed as he glanced down at his gas gauge. It barely registered.

Fortunately he was in sight of Berrong’s Texaco, where he had worked the previous summer pumping gas. A moment later he pulled in by the self-service pump, got out, and unscrewed the cap between the taillights. Behind the pyramid of oil cans in the station’s plate glass window David saw chubby Earl Berrong nod and give him a thumbs-up sign. He grinned in turn, unhitched the nozzle, and inserted it into the car, drumming his fingers restlessly on the red paint as he watched the numbers roll by. Always something when he was in a hurry; he’d never make MacTyrie in twenty minutes now.

A Loretta Lynn song blared from a tinny speaker in the litter-strewn parking lot of the Enotah Burger across the highway, mingling discordantly with a car radio playing heavy metal—Def Leppard, maybe?—and the voices of the several youthful loiterers lounging by the service window.

One of the crowd laughed loudly, and they all looked in David’s direction. A female voice called out something, but David couldn’t catch it, and then the view was blocked by the bulk of a familiar black Ford pickup that pulled into the lane beside him.

His face lit up when he saw who it was.

A slender, red-haired girl stuck her head out the passenger’s window. “Well, hello, David Sullivan, how’re you a’doin’?” she drawled, her slightly pointed features sparkling with amused self-mockery. It was the way she always began a conversation with him.

“Well, Liz Hughes! I ain’t seen you in a bear’s age!” David took up the ritual greeting in his best mountain twang. He was at once delighted to see a friendly face, especially Liz’s, and a little uncomfortable about the proximity of the group across the street—who might get ideas he was not quite ready for them to get yet. Liz had been a recurring theme in his thoughts lately, and David found that a touch unsettling. She’d always been a friend, but recently…

Beyond her, David could see Liz’s mother talking animatedly to a red-faced Earl Berrong, who looked as though he would like to escape soon but didn’t dare.

“What’s up?” David asked after a moment’s pause.

Liz answered promptly. “Oh, nothing much. What’re you doing?”

“Going camping with Alec tonight, up on Lookout Rock.” He hesitated. He and Liz had been good friends since elementary school, but her parents had separated the previous spring, and she had spent most of this summer with her father in Gainesville, which was fifty miles away. David was thus not quite certain how things stood or where to direct the conversation.

Liz solved the problem for him. “Gonna take me to the fair?” she asked abruptly, her eyes twinkling.

David glanced at the gas pump: eleven gallons. “I thought you might take me to the fair.”

“Ha! Just ’cause I’ve got a driver’s license now doesn’t mean I’m gonna haul you around—though, now I think of it, I might ought to at that; we’d probably both live longer, considering your driving.”

“What’s wrong with my driving?” David glared at her as he drew himself up to his full five-foot-six, then jumped as a froth of gas shot unexpectedly out of the filler and onto his hands. He blushed furiously and looked around frantically for something to wipe them on, finally settling on his pants.

Liz raised an amused eyebrow. “Oh, there’s nothing wrong with it—if you happen to live in Daytona or Talladega or somewhere. But don’t change the subject. When you gonna take me to the fair?”

“When you wanna go?”

“Last time you asked me that we still went when you wanted to.”

“Beggars can’t be—”

“Hush, David. I want to go Sunday and try to catch the blue-grass show.”

“The bluegrass show? Oh, come on, Liz. You know I can’t stand that stuff.”

“It’s our heritage, David.”

“Your heritage, maybe.”

“Yours, too, David.”

“Look, Liz, I don’t feel like arguing music with you just now. I know better than to argue that subject with you any time.” He sighed. “But if it’ll make you happy, we can go, I guess—but I get to play my whole Byrds tape on the way.”

“Ugh,” said Liz, mostly to harass David, though she did not find the music at all offensive. “You limit yourself too much. But it’s an even swap, I guess.”

David snorted. “Limit myself indeed!”

Liz’s dark-haired mother peered through the window behind her daughter. “Hi, Davy, how’re you doin’? Liz’ll be livin’ with me for the rest of the summer, so why don’t you come see her some?” She winked at him.

“Mother!” Liz hissed, her face reddening, then turned back to David. “Oh, and David, this little trip’s just you and me, okay? None of your shadows.”

David looked confused. “My shadows?”

“Little Billy and young Master McLean.”

“My brother and my almost-brother? You got something against my brothers?”

“At some times and places, yes.”

“Liz, if I didn’t know you better…”

“Hush, David, not now. I’ll have to check the show time and get back to you. Just be sure to bring plenty of money.”

“I don’t have plenty of money.”

“Well, enchant some leaves or something. You’re the one who’s always calling himself the Sorcerer of Sullivan Cove,” Liz called back as the pickup roared to life and rumbled away.

“Nice lookin’ girl,” observed Earl Berrong.

David nodded thoughtfully. “She is, I guess, now that you mention it—and getting better all the time.” He handed Earl a wrinkled twenty-dollar bill, the fruit of his rather begrudged work on the farm. It wasn’t much, but it kept him in gas and comic books.

“Sullivan’s got a girlfriend,” a male voice sang out from across the street as David got into the car.

He turned on the ignition and revved the engine, drowning the voices in the growl of dual exhausts and the Byrds singing “Eight Miles High.”

“Alec, my lad,” he said aloud to nobody as he shifted into second, “we gonna get at least partly that high tonight, just by walking up an old dirt road. High on life, I mean.”

*

Six minutes later David crested the gap between two small mountains and beheld the tiny college town of MacTyrie drowsing in the valley below. A network of fields and tree-lined streams surrounded it, and above all reared the flat-topped mass of Huggins Ridge, its lesser slopes bracketing the village like protective arms. Expensive resort homes made incongruous warts along the lower ridge lines.

Closer in, a long curved bridge spanned one arm of the man-made lake that sent cold fingers probing far among the dreaming mountains. Many a once-sunny hollow lay drowned forever under that dark water, giving the otherwise pastoral landscape a quality of ominous mystery that appealed to David even when he saw it in the bright light of day. He slowed unconsciously, captivated by the image. It was as if he saw the whole valley with new clarity: The edges of things seemed somehow crisper, more sharply defined; their shapes more three-dimensional, their colors richer beneath the clear blue sky.

And how remarkably blue that sky had become! It was almost like a sheet of stained glass framed by encircling mountains. A solitary bird floated there, drifting in a lazy circle half as wide as the sky: something almost unbelievably huge. An eagle maybe—if there were eagles in Georgia. It was a little disconcerting. David blinked once, and the bird was gone, as if it had never been.

An unexpected shudder shook him as he flung the Mustang down the mountain curves and sped onto the bridge. A second tremor followed, token of another kind of fear he suppressed so deeply he did not consciously admit it even to himself: He was afraid of bridges. Unfortunately there was no way to get to MacTyrie without going over one, or else going miles out of the way. The solution, then, was simply to cross them as quickly as possible. David floored the accelerator and looked out at the water, half expecting to see an arm clothed in white samite flourishing something above that silver surface. He held his breath. And then he was over the bridge. A roadside sign read MACTYRIE: 2 MILES.

Alec’s house was on the first street on the left, a rather incongruous Cape Cod with dormer windows and a green shingled roof. Ivy covered most of the street side and flanked the driveway. A regiment of dogwoods that were Dr. McLean’s pride screened the rest. There was precious little real yard.

Alec himself was waiting patiently beside the driveway, his backpack and tightly rolled sleeping bag stacked carefully beside him. Clad in clean jeans, hiking boots, and an immaculate black R.E.M. T-shirt, he was tall—taller than David, anyway—slender and dark-haired. And as perpetually neat as ever, David observed as he brought the Mustang to a screeching halt behind Dr. McLean’s maroon Volvo. He didn’t think he’d ever seen Alec look really disheveled, not even after a week of camping. As he got out of the car he cast a somewhat bemused glance down at his own scruffy clothing: a faded denim jacket from which he had ripped the sleeves, worn over his customary plain white T-shirt and faded jeans.

Alec was holding the hiking stick that David had given him for Christmas the year before. A runestaff, David had called it; he’d laboriously composed an appropriate verse, translated it into Norse runes using the dictionary as a guide, and then carved them on the ash staff:

Whoever holds to hinder here

From Road that’s right, from Quest that’s clear,

Think not to trick with tongue untrue.

Nor veil the vision, nor the view;

Look not to lose, nor lead astray

Who wields this Warden of the Way.

And as an afterthought he had carved two more lines:

These runes were wrought, these spells were spun,

By David, son of Sullivan.

David had capped the ends with iron in shop class, to his teacher’s amusement, and had wrapped the grip with leather. Alec had not known quite what to make of it, but had been proud nonetheless, for whatever else it was, it was a thing made well and with affection. And, as Dr. McLean had observed, he was probably the only person in the country to get a runestaff for Christmas.

“Glad you could make it, old man,” David began in a properly clipped British accent as he opened the trunk. He was good at accents, and at languages as well, another talent David-the-elder had encouraged.

Alec carefully laid his gear into the cramped compartment, noticing as he did David’s own runestaff, a near twin to the one in his hand, almost hidden amid the clutter; then slammed the deck lid—too hard, so that David winced. “And only an hour late,” he chided. “You did set the mountains on fire, didn’t you? Tell me, Dr. Watson, will the headline in next week’s Mouth of the Mountains read ‘Air Force Jets Scramble as Unidentified Red Blur Terrorizes County’?”

David looked at him solemnly. “I was delayed, Alec. Had to get gas…saw Liz Hughes.”

“Liz Hughes, huh?”

David nodded. “Wanted me to take her to the bluegrass show at the fair.”

“The fair, huh?” Alec raised an eyebrow.

David jingled the keys. “You said something about being in a hurry?”

“Liz the one who spilt gas on you?”

David inhaled deeply, wrinkling his nose as he and Alec climbed into the car.

“Sulfurous and tormenting fumes.”

Alec’s brow wrinkled in puzzlement.

“Hamlet—sort of.”

“Shakespeare! Yecch! That’s what I go camping to forget!”

“Infidel! Heretic!”

“You don’t have to live with it all the time.”

David looked Alec square in the eye. “For every minute you sit there profaning the Bard, I will drive five miles an hour over the speed limit.”

Alec fell instantly silent.

“Harpier cries: ’Tis time, ’tis time!” David hissed nasally in his Peter Lorre voice.

Alec bit his lower lip to keep from laughing as David turned the ignition key.


Chapter II: Trumpets Heard

Alec closed his eyes and held his breath around one final curve before the Mustang hit the long straightaway through the river-bottom below David’s house. When his stomach told him it might be safe to open them again, he was greeted with the familiar sight of the Sullivan farmhouse, with its one front and two side porches, squatting halfway up a steep, treeless hill, the irregular line of outbuildings behind it seemingly the only rampart between it and the forest that grew up the mountain beyond.

David slammed on the brakes at the last possible instant and turned right.

“We are going to Lookout Rock, aren’t we? You haven’t changed your mind or anything?” Alec asked a little shakily as the car lurched to a halt in a hail of gravel a moment later.

“And where else would we go? It is my Place of Power, after all.”

Alec relaxed visibly. “Well, that’s good; I don’t think I could face going anywhere else in your car.”

David ignored the insult, but shot his friend a good-natured glare as he opened the door. “Nope, we’ll go afoot. I just need to pick up a few things here.” He tossed the keys to Alec and sprinted toward the house, leaving his friend behind to unload.

Little Billy met him in the yard, grinning like a possum. “Pa says next time you run off like that when he’s got work for you to do, he’s gonna skin you alive!”

“Ha!” David snorted as he leapt up the steps—just as his father came out of the kitchen and onto the porch.

Stocky and shirtless, Big Billy Sullivan was covered with red mud almost from the neck down, mud nearly the color of his sunburned skin, and not much different from his auburn hair. A fire elemental, David thought as the westering sunlight struck full upon him. Or a storm giant, he added as he noticed Big Billy’s frown. He slowed reluctantly.

“I don’t recall you askin’ me if you could run off to MacTyrie,” Big Billy rumbled.

“I was in a hurry, Pa. This is the first halfway clear day we’ve had in weeks, and I told you that me and Alec were going camping as soon as there was decent weather for it.”

“Or if I didn’t have anything for you to do, which I did. You knowed I needed help gettin’ Uncle Dale’s truck outta the mud. But soon as you thought I might be thinkin’ ’bout sendin’ for you, off you went.” Big Billy folded his arms across his massive chest and glanced into the yard where Alec continued to unload the car.

“I’m sorry, Pa, I—”

“I don’t wanna hear it. But since you done got your buddy here, you may as well run on this time. Better be back early in the mornin’, though, ’cause I’m gonna work your butt good tomorrow.”

“I gather Papa Sullivan was not pleased with his oldest boy,” said Alec when David returned a few minutes later.

David smiled and shook his head, but did not elaborate. He had acquired a number of small bags and packages wrapped in brown paper. “Venison,” he stated simply.

“All right!” Alec exclaimed, his face suddenly breaking into a smile. “David, my friend, there are some things you do well and some things you don’t do well, but one of the former, I am glad to have been a part of, is your cooking of venison.”

David laid an arm across Alec’s shoulders and bent his head close, whispering conspiratorially. “My pa taught me, and he learned it from his pa. There’s a secret that the men of our family share; the women don’t know and won’t know. I’ll pass it on to my sons after me.”

Alec raised surprised eyebrows. “Your sons? Didn’t know you had any!”

“None to speak of, anyway,” David said, and grinned smugly back.

“Didn’t think so…unless you and old Leigh Smith…?” 

“Not likely!”

“Or Debbie Long?”

“Come on, I can do better than that!”

“Randi Huggins?”

“I wish.”

“So does she, so I hear.”

“But she’s not really my type.”

Alec’s eyes narrowed slyly. “Liz Hughes?”

“Alec! That would be like…like incest!”

“But they say incest is best.”

“Well, it’s a thing to think about, anyway.”

“If I were you, I’d do more than think.”

“Ha!”

“You brought it up.”

“But can you keep it up? That is the question.” David giggled and slapped his friend on the back.

Alec ignored him. “Just keeping my information current.” David began picking up his gear. “Maybe so, but I didn’t expect to have to compose a dissertation on the topic. If anything changes, I’ll let you know. Now, if you’re through analyzing my sex life, can we get down to business?”

Alec grinned and nodded.

David shouldered his pack and pointed up the mountain with his runestaff. “That way, old man.”

They began to walk—past the barn and the corn crib and the car shed, turning onto the dirt logging road that became the Sullivans’s driveway further down. There were signs of “civilization” at first: beer cans and food wrappers left by parking couples who defied Big Billy’s POSTED signs. David stopped at the first sharp curve in the road and gazed back down the mountain to where the family farm lay, framed by the dark and dreaming pines, a patch of light between the shady trunks. He checked his watch; it was almost six o’clock. They turned and climbed higher, soon lost the sound of the cars on the highway. The air became cooler, crisp and clean, and smelled of pine. A little after seven they reached their destination. Halfway up the mountain, a spur trail broke off to the right, running more or less level beneath overhanging trees for a quarter mile or so before opening abruptly into an almost circular clearing atop a rock outcrop that jutted from the body of the mountain.

Once trilobites lived here, David thought as he glanced to the left where the hard stone of the mountain proper pushed through the encircling pines like the old bones of the earth wearing through the thin, tree-clad skin. A shimmering waterfall slid in what seemed like unnaturally slow motion down those black rocks to create at its bottom a small pool, maybe fifteen yards across. Mountain-born, it was always cold, even in high summer.

Without a word, the two boys picked their way among lichen-covered boulders and fallen tree trunks to the precipitous ledge that gave Lookout Rock its name. David’s eyes misted slightly, as they always did when he beheld the expanses of furry-looking mountains, now beginning to purple as the sun lowered. Most of the towns were invisible, hidden behind the ridges, but here and there bits of highway showed themselves like a network of scars. The dark silver mirror of the lake lay silent and mysterious in this less populated end of the county. David’s own four-times-great grandparents on his father’s side had built a cabin that now lay beneath a hundred feet of that cold water. Their graves were there too. He sometimes wondered what they dreamed.
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