


ONE

Royce Mason switched off the ten-year-old pickup truck.  The engine shuddered twice, then died.  For a moment, looking at the old building, he remembered it new.
He was six when the store opened in 1927.  The new building sported bright, white-painted, shiplap walls with dark-green trim, including the eight four-by-four posts supporting a tin porch roof.  Out front, a single gasoline pump with the Sinclair dinosaur on its glass globe stood guard on packed, red clay.  Painted tin signs for Diamond Dyes, Faultless Starch, and Morton Salt lined the walls, and finally, right by the door, a thermometer shaped like a Coca-Cola bottle hung on the wall.  Inside, a group of local sages swapped stories and chewed tobacco from straight-back chairs placed at different distances around a wood-burning stove. While endlessly cleaning little fingerprints from the glass cases containing pocket knives and other boys’ treasures, Mr. Nolan, the proprietor, listened, occasionally harrumphing dubiousness at one lie or another spreading around the iron stove.
Royce wondered what had happened to the pump with the Sinclair dinosaur.  Probably, like himself, it had maintained a useless vigil until age wasted it.
Old Man Nolan had long been dead and buried.  He died the year the Coca-Cola thermometer stopped working.  The crossroads still bore his name and—though covered with several coats of paint—the piece of tin shaped like a Coke bottle still clung to the wooden wall, with the useless glass rod holding dead mercury in the bulb.
Things changed.
Inside, the store was completely different.  The Franklin stove remained, but not the circle of chairs.  A sign hung across the old wood burner—"Antique – For Sale"—but listed no price.  The remodeling added many more shelves, refrigerated coolers, and an island sales counter typical of convenience stores.
A thin Chinese man—too old for such jet-black hair—agilely restocked the cigarette rack behind the counter.  Royce quietly waited until the proprietor looked up.
"Hi, Royce, what you need?" he asked in a lilting accent.
"Hello, Two.  I wonder if you would open up the feed building across the road?  I need some fertilizer for my tomatoes," Royce answered, smiling easily.
Two's name always made him smile.  Two was a nickname the Asian earned when he started stocking other than whole milk.  One day a customer noticed a milk carton had his name printed on it.  It said ‘low fat.’  The Chinaman's name was Lo Fat—which wasn't a nickname, but kind of funny—so the logical extension was to name the merchant Two Percent, which soon shortened to Two.
Two put the last packs of cigarettes in the racks and said, "Okay, Royce, Benny is helping today. Building is open.  You go.  Benny will take care of you."
Royce nodded and left.  Two's English wasn't the greatest, but he worked harder than most men Royce knew.  Over the years, Two had built a steady trade for the store he purchased twenty-six years ago from the Nolan family.  The store stocked everything from baby formula to men's styling mousse.  Behind the store, Two ran a mini outdoor lumberyard.  He had constructed a metal building to sell feed, fertilizer, and small farm tools across the road.  Two had done well, but as his children graduated from college, they had moved away, one by one, until he and his severely arthritic wife were alone.
Royce backed his truck across the road to the steel building's loading dock.
Benjamin Edwin Huggins, locally known as Ben E., leaned back in an old wooden library chair, feet crossed and resting on a beat-up desk in the store's front.  Engrossed in a tabloid article about a UFO Baby with pointed ears, he didn't hear Royce approach from behind.
"Ben E., what are you reading?"
Caught loafing, Ben E. jumped up, closing the tabloid.  "Hell, Royce, you ought-not be sneaking up behind a man.  You pretty near made me fill my britches."
"Wished I had," Royce grinned.  "Then I wouldn't have to buy it."  He paused, waiting for Ben E. to make the connection.  When Ben E. just stood, looking through thick, black, plastic-framed glasses, Royce went on.  "I need two bags of fertilizer for my tomatoes."
"Sure thing."  Ben E. moved toward some pallets by the loading door.  "That time of year already?  Time sure flies when you're having fun."
Stopping by a pallet with only two and a half layers of bags on it, he said, "This is on sale from last year.  Two's got it marked down to half price.  I reckon manure is manure, right?"  He started to lift one of the fifty-pound bags.
"Not hardly," Royce said, walking to another, full pallet.  "I'll take these: Royal Compost Sheep Manure."
"Royce, I know you got the best ‘maters in the county, but come on: sheep manure is sheep manure.  This one's half price."  Ben E. slipped in a pinch of snuff as he finished.
"I'm no Luther Burbank, Ben E., but when it comes to plants, I don't mess with success.  Besides, there is a difference."  Royce finished and waited for a response.
Ben E. picked up one of the bags and put it in the back of Royce’s Dodge truck.  "Well, it beats me.  How can one pile of dung be much different from another?"
"The sheep that make manure for Royal brand eat nothing but green apples from the time they leave their mothers.  Yep, green apples; that's the secret.  All those seeds and peels add extra nitrogen to their waste, make it perfect for tomatoes."  Royce suppressed a grin.  "Course, it wouldn't be good for okra.  Okra doesn't like too much nitrogen; best to use rabbit pellets for okra."  He nodded solemnly, watching Ben E. put the other bag in the truck.
The two men started toward the desk to write up the order when a third man joined them: Frank Marshall, technically Royce's closest neighbor.  Frank had retired from some kind of factory job up north and given in to his wife's wishes to move to a warmer climate closer to her home.  He bought what used to be Lydia Kaiser’s house a mile north of Royce's place.  They exchanged nods and a few words as Ben E. finished Royce's receipt.
Royce paid cash and left.
The road home took him through the center of Biggs Family Farm, Inc., Number 27.  It was one of over a hundred farms owned and run by a national grocery chain's subsidiary.  This one was nearly three thousand acres of high-tech farmland.  The corporation had graded and graveled a road to the end of their land, where it ended abruptly and gave way to a natural, packed-red-earth road.
A mile and a half beyond Biggs Family Farm Number 27, Royce crossed the Cold River.  The bridge was one of the few things that had not changed since his childhood.  The center pylons were stone, placed on what was an island during the dry season.  Additional stonework anchored the twelve-by-twelve, creosote-treated beams to the shores.  The planks on the bridge—the only parts ever replaced—were bolted across three beams.  The boards flapped and fluttered under passing tires.
To his left—running unevenly along the river's south side—was the charred remains of a forest fire.  It cut a black swath for a mile and a half toward the fork where Little River joined the Tallahega River.  A fire had taken the Taylor farmhouse.  Only the root cellar and ruined chimney remained.
Three-quarters of a mile farther, Royce passed Frank Marshall's place.  Royce had to admit—from what he could see from the road—Marshall had fixed it up.  Marshall had never invited anyone to visit that Royce knew of, and Royce was not one to disturb another's privacy.
After another mile, Royce pulled up to his own home.  Never having any real need to enlarge it, he had instead fixed it up over the years, adding a bathroom and shower, as well as a sink along the wall that served as a kitchen.
He climbed out.  A largish, hound-sized dog with matted, kinky, grayish hair loped from beneath the house.  With a nub of a tail wagging and tongue hanging, it waited for a pat on the head.  Royce reached down, scratched the dog's head and ears, and then walked toward the tin-roofed shed for his wheelbarrow.
It was growing late; the spring evening had cooled.  Royce stopped a moment to examine the sky.  The sunset created a great cloud dragon reaching across half the horizon.  The dragon’s tail serpentined to an upturned point.  Moving right, the clouds thickened and rippled like great, scaled wings ready to unfurl.  Farther, the sun's rays turned clouds into golden breastplates tapering into an outstretched neck and ending in a horned head, where the low sun became an unblinking furnace eye.  It possessed a primordial beauty, but it was a bad sign.  Royce had seen many bad signs lately, signs he could no longer ignore.
He had spoken with Ruby once; now, it looked like he might have to tell her the whole story.
His thoughts returned to 1945 in England.  Royce remembered every detail of the night he learned a truth that forever bound him to this place.

TWO

Tom Mason sat in the flat-bottomed, rowboat watching the rising sun lighten the pond’s glassy water.  The mirror-still surface reminded Tom of a lesson his father taught him; about what happens when a creature ventures into a world other than its own.  This particular lesson included a ceremonial toss of a cricket or grasshopper into the water.  The little insect’s kicks and struggles attracted bluegills from the depths, which roiled the surface and ripped the unfortunate creature to pieces.  The surface soon regained its deceptive calm, and it was as if the devoured insect never existed.  Then his father would ask, “Where is your world, Tom?”
Yesterday’s funeral churned up hundreds of memories.  As Tom struggled with his emotions, a small snake broke the rule of the long-ago lesson. It created a quiet disturbance as it entered the water and swam toward the opposite shore.
Tom grew up in the house on the hill above the pond.  The house was the last vestige of his family’s proud, pre-Civil War prominence.  This pond and the surrounding woods were the classrooms his father taught peculiar life lessons and philosophies.  Some of those lessons involved the dangers of being a ‘fish out of water.’  They also included the disasters faced by insects and small animals that broke the barrier between the worlds of water and air.
The snake’s head twitched nervously just above the watery plane and seemed to scan for predators.  Perhaps it feared the talons of a hawk or owl.  That was not the serpent's end.  Death came from below in the form of a six or seven-pound large-mouth bass.  One second the foot-long snake swam silently across the calm surface; the next, a whirlpool formed beneath it.  Its head and tail shot upward.  It vanished, sucked down into the gaping maw of a fish that did not bother to show itself during the slaughter.
At this memory, Tom began crying.  The tears came, the heaving sobs, the shaking moans, and soft wails.  Fat tears brimmed from his eyes.  Mucous flowed past his mouth.
He had not cried at his father's death before this moment.  Tears and sorrow did not seem proper for a man of his father’s beliefs.
The tears reddened and swelled his eyes.  The sorrow wracked his heart, and Tom slumped forward on the boat's seat—elbows on his knees, forehead, and eyes resting on his palms—and gave in to the terrible pain clawing its way out of his heart.
The tearful convulsions were not for his father alone.  His father's death broke the dam of welled-up sorrow for his son, Pete, and his own empty, broken failure as a parent that proved the painful truth of his father's teachings.  Teachings he had ignored as he moved happily into the grinding gears of the world about which his father had warned him.
Eventually, the tears stopped, leaving his eyes dry and scratchy.  His nose stopped running, but the handkerchief he always carried—a lesson learned from his mother—practically dripped clear mucus.
Pete Mason vanished nine weeks ago.  Authorities chalked him up as another runaway teenager.  Tom was terrified and humbled by his inability to find his son.  Every resource he possessed went into the effort; the only result was reducing his denial of guilt.  His lack of parenting drove Pete to run away from military school.  More than anyone or anything else, he caused Pete to choose a dangerous, homeless road over his family.  For the last month, Tom's horrific dreams—powered by guilt, fear, and lack of sleep turned him into someone he did not know.  Tom knew he stood at his physical and psychological edge.  Now the death of his father added to his dark, churning emotions.
Tom rowed back to the dock, tied up the boat, and looked at the back of the ‘big house’ for what he suspected would be the last time.  His eyes burned, and his daily headache began throbbing in rhythm with the blood pumping through his brain.  The migraines and nightmares started at about the same time.  His doctor assured him they originated from stress and anxiety.  Tom filled the prescription for Xanax but stopped taking them after the first day.
Packed bags stored in the trunk of the rented Chrysler LeBaron, Tom decided to drive back to the cemetery before leaving for the airport.  Though his mother would be annoyed that today was not the correct anniversary of her death, he wanted to place flowers on her resting place of fifteen years.
His father's wreaths and bouquets, from living in the same small town for nearly a century, spilled over from his freshly turned earth onto Mother's grassy plot.  Tom brought a vase of cut lilies.  Mother had instructed that these were the proper flowers for anniversary visits to the cemetery.
Standing there, looking at his parents’ graves, Tom remembered the first time he stood near a freshly covered grave, many years ago.  The summer of his eighth year, they drove to his first funeral, and he saw his first dead person.
Tom started the silver LeBaron, turned left at the cemetery gates, and took the on-ramp to Interstate 75 South.
He turned on the radio and smiled sadly at the lyrics to Dobie Gray's “Drift Away.”  Which is just what tom wanted to—needed to do.
He did.
As the freeway slid past, Tom’s driving shifted to autopilot, and his thoughts returned to that first funeral:  every detail sharp, sharp as if it happened days, not years, ago.

Piedmont, Alabama, was less than ninety miles west of Atlanta on Highway 6.  Back then, its two lanes of asphalt ran through endless pine forests, farms with barn roofs painted red and white with Coca-Cola logos.  Small towns composed of one gas station with a barbeque shack slipped by on occasion.
After Father came home from work, they piled into their family car: a six-year-old 1949 Oldsmobile Futuramic station wagon.  Painted hunter green, their car possessed real wood trim around the side windows. 
He and his brother sat on blankets in the back, where the third seat laid flat to create space for the brothers and the two suitcases. Tom’s sisters—Amanda and Allison—occupied the middle bench-seat, with a picnic basket between them.
The basket contained sandwiches, cookies, and two of their mother’s green-apple pies she baked for the new widow in Alabama.
Tires in those days were real rubber and produced hypnotic, whirring sounds as the car cruised along the highway, causing occasional dogs to give chase.
Their father started the car and enumerated Mason’s family road-trip rules, which applied only to the Mason kids: no horseplay, no loud talking, no teasing brothers or sisters.  They could play games, talk, or tell stories, but in low voices.  If they stopped, everyone would go to the bathroom, real bathroom available or not.  Their estimated time of arrival was 10:00 p.m.  The host family and their guests might all be asleep or ready for bed, so as soon as introductions concluded, the kids were to go to sleep wherever their host placed them.
The Futuramic hummed through the moonless darkness.  Boredom settled in, and sleep overtook all the kids except Tom.  Tom clipped his Boy Scout flashlight to the neck of his T-shirt and reread the Superman annual comic book for the thirtieth time.
Tom felt the car slow and then turn onto a dirt road packed hard by a summer of little rain.  The tires vibrated on short stretches of washboard ruts in the red clay road.  Tom felt the edge of motion sickness, so he put away his comic and sat up to stare out the back window through an accumulating layer of reddish dust.
His brother, Russ, slept at his side.  At fourteen—the oldest of the Mason kids—their parents expected Russ to become the surrogate father when adults were absent.  Tom never admitted it, but he idolized his brother.  Russ was as close to a hero as Tom could imagine.  Tom knew he could depend on Russ, no matter what.
Amanda, two years Tom’s senior, was the more feminine of the two sisters.  Allison—one year older than her sister and the prettier of the two—preferred mud fights and tree climbing to dolls and tea parties.  She tried to mother Tom when he hurt himself or fell ill, but Tom would have none of it.
Tom stared out the back window.  The taillights cast a scary, red glow behind the car as the tires kicked up dust, which twisted into horizontal dirt-devils streaming from the rear of the Buick.  Beyond the red glow of the taillights, the complete darkness frightened Tom a little.
Tom's father and mother exchanged words.  His mom twisted her body and faced the backseats.  “Wake up, kids.  We are going to be there in a few minutes.  Wake up and make yourselves presentable.”
The sisters stirred, emerging from whatever dreams had been born of the bouncy car and the background rhythm of the eight-cylinder engine.
Mother looked past the girls at him and said, “Tom, wake up your brother.  We are almost there.”
Knowing they would be at their mysterious destination soon, Tom’s phobia of meeting new people—especially new kids—welled up, feeling like the anxiety of walking to school to face a waiting bully.
Without taking his eyes off the illuminated portion of the road, their father said aloud, as if announcing over the school intercom, “I want you on your best behavior.  The folks here are good people.  They are our relatives.  If an adult asks you to do something, do it.”
He cleared his throat and continued, “So mind your Ps and Qs.  Oh, and one more thing: last time I visited, they did not have a bathroom in the house; they have an outhouse.”
He paused as if preparing to issue a warning or instruction, thought better, and simply said, “You’ll get used to it.  But until you do, no complaining.”
Tom saw some lights up ahead: an island in the dark.
When they turned right onto the track serving as the driveway to the old country house standing fifty yards from the road, Tom looked at the layout.  The front yard was not a yard at all.  Once part of a forest,  farmers cleared it decades ago, and now only a few ancient pine trees stood, presiding over beds of rusty needles.  Tallgrass grew here and there but gave way to dirt paths where people walked between the pines.
Yellowish light came from every window.  An electrical cord stretched fifty feet from the top of the front porch to the biggest pine tree Tom had ever seen.  Six bare bulbs—affixed to the wire—dangled about seven feet above the ground.
In one of the circles of light below the wire, folding chairs formed a perimeter.  Men of all ages occupied the chairs.  In the center of the group, where a fire might be in fall or winter, sat a large washtub filled with melted ice and bottles of Coca-Cola, RC, and Nehi soda pop.  The men stopped talking to study the Masons’ car.
“Hello, stranger,” one of them called, walking toward their car.  Their father nearly leaped out of the car and grabbed the man’s extended hand, which quickly pulled them together for a hug.
Russ and Tom climbed out the tailgate and stood alongside the car, watching as a group of twelve or fifteen men and kids approached from the string of light bulbs.
The house looked as if it had never seen a coat of paint.  The gray planks warped and strained against the rusty nails, which wept dark-red streaks from years of rain.  The steep, tin roof was nearly invisible in the night sky.  Where the main metal roof ended, another began.  A shallow slope formed a covering for the porch, which ran across the house's front and left sides.
Underneath the porch roof, bare bulbs with dangling pull-strings cast a glow on all the women sitting in rockers.  Conversation halted while they examined the new arrivals.
“This is my cousin, Royce.”  Their father indicated the man he’d hugged.
“Hello, Royce,” their mother replied with a smile, adding, “Children, say hello to your cousin Royce.”
The man was tall and thin but somehow seemed stronger than he looked.
“Hello, ma’am,” he said, offering his hand to their mother.
“Don’t ‘ma’am’ me, I’m your cousin, Christine,” their mother replied, then added, pointing at each of us, “and this is Russ, our oldest, Amanda, Allison, and Tom.”
Royce nodded at each name, and even in the dark, Tom felt the man's eyes linger on him when his mom called his name.  He was just glad his mother had not added “the baby of our family.”
The tall, lean man said, "Call me, Uncle Royce.  Your dad always called me that because I was a lot older than he was growing up."
Others spoke up, and the introductions seemed endless.  One of the men said, “Jordan, why don’t you come sit, have a Coke, and let’s all catch up.  I guess it’s been six or seven years since we’ve seen you.”
Tom rarely heard anyone call his father by his first name, Jordan.  It was always ‘Father’ at home and ‘Mr. Mason’ at the mill.
“Sounds good,” their father said.  “Give me a minute to get Christine and the kids settled in the house, and I’ll be right down.”
He signaled his wife and kids, and they all moved toward the house.
Some of the women came from the porch, an ad hoc greeting committee.  There were more introductions and some whispered respects paid to Lindsey, the dead man they had come to see buried.
A few kids—ranging from Tom’s age to older than Russ—stood in the background shadows, studying their new relatives from the city, and waiting for the new kids to be released to play.
Tom heard singing coming from inside the house.  Two or three female voices, accompanied by a banjo.  Tom couldn’t quite make out the words, but he knew it was a hymn.
Not anxious to be dismissed to the outlying kids, Tom—and his little knot of family members—moved through the women who had descended the porch steps to welcome them.
A mixture of nervousness, anxiety, and fear caused Tom to keep his eyes glued to his own feet, and he soon found his high-top Converse sneakers at the first weathered step to the front porch.  His mother patted his shoulder as she said, “Let’s go in, children.”
Tom listened to the song coming from the house as he took the first step.
“There is pow’r, pow’r, wondrous-workin’ pow’r . . .”
As he took the next step, an unknown fear entered his emotions.  He remembered his father had warned him the dead man was inside.
“In the blood… of the Lamb…”
Tom wanted to be anywhere but here.  He didn’t know these people.  He didn’t want strange kids asking him questions and laughing at him.  He didn’t like these people.  They were more different than he expected.
“There’s pow’r in the blood, pow’r in the blood. . .”
Tom reached the porch floor, made of old pine boards.  His mother gently nudged him forward and to the left.  She leaned over and whispered something to him, but the song prevented him from hearing.
“There’s wondrous-workin’ pow’r in the blood.”
“Everyone,” his mother said to her children, “meet your great-great-aunt Ruby.”
Tom’s eyes moved from his shoes along the porch’s floorboards until reaching the bottom of a rocking chair and a pair of old-timey looking, lace-up, women’s ankle boots.  Above the boot tops, white, cotton socks peeked out to separate the worn, black leather from a long, front-button, dark-calico dress.
Tom could tell the woman in the rocking chair was thin as a rail.  When he saw her skinny, mottled arms and clenched arthritic hands, he could not stop the thought of an old witch.
Eyes reaching her emaciated chest, the dress seemed nearly empty as if worn by something less than a full human skeleton.  Though the high-neck button of the dress was closed, the collar hung loosely around the creped neck.
The song finished.  Silence came from inside the house.  The lack of music, the silence coming from the unknown building, terrified Tom more than blood lyrics.
As if on their own, his eyes followed their upward path.  The mouth, misshapen by missing teeth, smiled at him.  Tom wanted nothing more than to turn and run.
His eyes lifted, and his heart stopped.  He thought he might wet his pants.  He knew he shouldn’t; he knew he couldn’t.  He would never live it down, but what he saw did not allow him to act normally and perform to his mother’s training simply.
There, in the middle of Great-Great-Aunt Ruby’s face, Tom saw a large, open sore. It was purple flesh, dark-red meat, and what looked like a piece of bone just beneath stretched, scarred skin. Great-Great-Aunt Ruby had no nose—just an unimaginable hole in her face.
He had no idea how he looked, standing there frozen in horror, trying desperately not to pee his pants.
The song, the witch with the hole in her face—it was too much.  He screamed.
Tom's mother gripped his arm, forcing him into the house, past a grandmotherly, white-haired woman who held the screen door open for him and his mother. They rushed through the living room, a dining room with sawhorses supporting a crude, wooden coffin, and into a small, back bedroom.  The white-haired woman followed them into the room and spoke softly to his mother while looking at Tom with a mix of sympathy and embarrassment.
His mother held him until he stopped crying.  He finally told her he had to go to the bathroom.  She looked around the room, then found and brought him a porcelain pot with a lid and told him to pee in it.  He stood in a corner, peed in the pot, replaced the lid, and then—not knowing what else to do—offered it back to his mother.
Time passed.  The house became silent except for a few voices and the occasional scraping of a chair in the kitchen.  His mother had not been angry with him.  He knew he had embarrassed himself, his parents, and his siblings.  Tom had no idea how he would face the shadow kids who had witnessed his disastrous breakdown.  Sick with anxiety, the total experience of the trip caught up with him, and he fell asleep.
In hot pursuit of vermin, an overweight, orange cat used Tom’s chest as a springboard to leap toward its prey.  Tom woke with a start and found himself in a barn.
He lay on a pallet of quilts and straw.  The barn loft seemed filled with kids of all shapes and sizes, undisturbed by the chickens clucking and pecking on the ground beyond the barn’s wall.
He rubbed his eyes to clear the sleep and remembered screaming at his great-great-aunt’s lack of a nose.  The sleeping kids had seen it.  He was humiliated.
One of the kids—the biggest one—stirred.  Tom moved quickly.  He didn’t want to suffer the torment these kids would dish out with their taunts and silence.  Tom found the ladder and hurried down from the barn’s loft.  Through the wide-open doors, he saw chickens spread between the barn and the house, pecking a breakfast of previously missed feed and any insect foolish enough to be out as the sun rose.
An unseen rooster crowed.  The loud call stopped Tom in his tracks.
He heard the kids waking in the loft and darted around the barn to find a place to pee.
The breeze shifted, and Tom smelled bacon frying.  He saw women moving past the window in the farmhouse’s kitchen.
The kids were scrambling down the ladder in the barn.
He heard a pubescent voice crack as it shouted, “I’m gonna jump!  Y’all watch this.”
“You’ll break your country neck,” Russ said, adding, “and I won’t have anyone to show me the Indian burial ground.”
“Oh, all right, you sissified city boy,” the pubescent voice relented.  “And it ain’t no Injun burial ground; it’s a burial mound.”
“Well, come on,” Russ replied.  “Let’s eat and get going.  I want to find some arrowheads.”
Tom stepped behind a juniper tree as the kids exited the barn, running toward the house.
Tom stood, knowing what he had to do.  He couldn’t avoid contact all day.  Besides, if arrowheads were nearby, Tom wanted in on the hunt.  Reluctantly, he walked toward the house.
Tom sheepishly entered the kitchen, where kids lined up for plates heaped with eggs, bacon, sausage, grits, and biscuits.
Russ watched Tom enter but said nothing.  Tom took his place in the back of the line, the smells making him very hungry.
No one said anything to him until he stood on the side porch, his plate and fruit jar filled with cold milk resting on the porch rail.  Russ stood between him and the big kid, who continuously talked about Indian legends and local history as if an expert.
He finally poked his thumb toward Tom as the fork in his hand scooped back into the grits.  “I don’t know if your little brother ought to go.  Screams might piss-off them Injun spirits and curse us with bad luck,” he said, then shoveled the forkful of grits into his mouth and went for another.
Tom’s face flared red.  He expected to be the butt of jokes, but he was not going to miss a trip to search for arrowheads and pieces of peace pipes.  He thought a minute before asking in a soft voice, “Do you know what tribe made the arrowheads?”
Caught off guard, the bigger kid—self-proclaimed expert and curator of the outdoor museum known locally as Five Stones Mound—said, sounding self-assured, “Cherokee.  What's the difference?”
“Oh.”  Tom feigned disappointment.  “Choctaw or Chickasaw might be worth more money.”
Russ studied his brother, relieved Tom had found a way to go on the arrowhead expedition without him having to intervene with the bigger boy.
“Who’d pay for Injun arrerheads?”  The big kid hawed, unsure of the truth of the statement.
“A lot of colleges and museums,” Tom said, “if they are in good shape.  But you can’t get much if they are Cherokee.  You have to know the difference.”
“How do you know so much about Injuns, anyway?” the big kid asked.
Russ answered for his brother.  “Tom brings home library books about Indians all the time.  He’s no expert, but he knows some stuff.”
“Tom?  Is that your name?  Well, I guess you’re alright.  You can come along with us.  We might need you to tell us if the arrerheads are Cherokee or not.”  The big kid added, “My name is Harlan, but anybody who wants to keep his eyes open calls me Harley.”
An hour later, a small expedition of children walked half a mile down the dirt road in front of the house before turning onto a deer trail through the thick woods.
The climb was longer and harder than Tom expected, but finally, they reached a spot where Tom could see a clearing on top of the hill.
The clearing atop the Indian burial mound created a perfect oval in the dense pine forest.  An earthen hump rose two feet above the surrounding ground, forming a short plateau.
Eyes fixed on a formation of standing stones on the mound; Tom did not notice the stones’ placement's perfection. Nor did the boy see all the trees around the clearing leaned slightly toward its center.  Mesmerized, excited, and a little fearful, Tom Mason moved toward the stones.
The stones stood centered on the grassy plateau. The center stone, looking like an old man’s scarred, knobby finger, jabbed skyward twelve feet.  Near its speckled, granite top, a white-quartz vein sliced a six-inch-wide lightning bolt that vanished into the ground.  Four smaller stones—ranging from six to eight feet in height—surrounded the central stone at the cardinal points.  Though laced with quartz, they lacked the center stone’s unnerving quality.
Careful not to touch them, Tom moved among the stones in intense fascination.
The other kids, sensing something about to happen, quietly watched as Tom reached out a hand to touch the swath of quartz on the center stone.
Held high above his head, his hand crept toward the stone.  He did not know why he did this, only that he needed to.
His face, bare inches from the stone's gray surface, became tranquil.  His hand closed the final gap.
Tom’s fingertips, finally, gently, touched the milky quartz.
Nothing happened.
He leaned against the standing stone, his face pressed against the cool surface.  For a moment, the forest fell utterly silent.
"Are we gonna hunt for arrerheads or hug rocks?" Cousin Harley brayed, breaking the spell that held them silent.
Tom's brother Russ laughed and asked where to start searching.  Harley said, "Come on, I'll show you," and led them down the mound's east slope to what he claimed used to be an Indian campsite.
Nothing had happened.  Tom had expected something.  He did not know what, but something.  Drew him to the stone, but there was nothing other than an eight-year old’s disappointment.
Tom followed the line of kids moving down the slope.
Harley's sister, Irene, moved faster to keep up with the older boys.  Tom didn't worry when she disappeared around a bend in the trail.  He heard Harley exaggerating a mile a minute about past adventures in the woods.
Tom caught up with the group at the bottom of the hill.  Russ cast an annoyed ‘hurry-up’ glance in his brother's direction.  A few yards farther, they reached a pond with a cream-colored sandy bottom.
Four underground springs pumped glass-clear cold water, roiling the sand at the bottom of the small pond.  The overflow brimmed and flowed away at the southeast edge.
"Medicine Pond," Harley said authoritatively.  "The Indians camped here while they built the burial mound."
"How come everything is named medicine this and medicine that?" Russ asked suspiciously.
"Indian name," Harley answered quickly, adding.  "Guess they liked medicine."  Changing the subject, he said, "Just dig around the edge of the pond.  Find a good stick and kind of plow it up.  Sometimes you find stuff; sometimes you don't."
Harley found a sturdy stick and began scratching the soil.  The other kids followed suit, scraping dirt along the pond’s shore.
A little tired and nauseous, Tom moved with less enthusiasm.  A half-hour later, he had circled the pond without uncovering anything worthwhile.  Neither had the others, though Russ, twice thought he had found arrowheads that turned out to be ordinary rocks.
Tom had never seen water this clear.  Watercress grew along the shore, floating around the pond's perimeter.  He halfheartedly chased a salamander.
The others, intent on discovery, huddled together, scraping dirt like berserk archaeologists.
Tom thought about the standing stones.  From above, they would form a cross.  His gaze wandered back to the trail leading to the top of Medicine Mound.
A few yards up the trail, two boulders formed a natural channel for rain runoff before vanishing into a sharp turn.  Tom observed exposed roots in the eroded area between the rocks.  Maybe arrowheads had washed down from above and accumulated at the hill's bottom.
Within moments, he scratched the ground with renewed interest.
The point of his stick turned up small stones and thumped against shallow pine roots.  He was about to give up when the stick glided over a bigger rock.
He scraped the area carefully, discovering a streak of grayish-white rock beneath the soil.  Working with care, he uncovered enough to expose cracks across the smooth stone.  Tom put his stick down to clear the piece with his hands, thinking he had found an Indian pot.
The instant he touched the cold, smooth surface, a sudden feeling of lightheadedness rebooted his earlier nausea.  It passed quickly, though, and he continued removing the soil around the stone.
The others had abandoned their archeological expedition to explore the creek flowing from the pond.  On the other side of the clear water, they moved away, with Harley loudly explaining something about the waters being healing.
Tom worked painstakingly.  In minutes, he reached under and pried the stone loose.  He no longer thought it was a pot but figured since he had worked this long, he might as well pull it out, if only to plop it into the pond.
Lifting gently, he freed it from the grabbing soil.  Tom turned the object over in his hands.  His jaw fell open, and he dropped the skull, screaming, "Russ!  Russ!  Come quick, come quick!"
The other kids, Russ in the lead, crested the rise in an instant.
Tom stood motionless, pointing to the skull on the ground.  Russ and the others stopped short the instant they recognized a human skull.
"Jeezum squeezum!"  Harley whistled.  "An Injun skeleton's head.  Holy roly!  Let's see if there's any more bones."  He knelt by the small hole in the ground.  "Which way was he facing?"
No one had touched the skull, which stared skyward, its eyes and nose cavities plugged with clay.
"It was facedown, like this."  Tom showed where the base of the skull had been.
Russ, Harley, and Irene started digging.
"Careful so we don't break nothin’," Harley ordered as they worked quickly.  Seeing Tom wasn't digging, he said, "Take that skeleton head to the pond and wash it out, Little Bit."
"Uhn uh," Tom said, shaking his head firmly, keeping an eye on Harley's reaction.
Russ gave his brother a disgusted yet somehow sympathetic glance.  "I'll do it.  Tom, you help dig."
Tom knelt tentatively scraping dirt from the area where the skeleton's chest should be.
Russ picked up the skull, holding the coolly gruesome item away from him as if it might bite, even without a lower jaw.  He hurried to the pond and swished the skull through the water.  As the dirt came away, he scraped plugs of clay from the skull's cavities.
"This guy sure had some big nose and eyeholes," he called.
"All the better to see you with!"  Harley chuckled, digging busily.
Harley found the missing jaw and sent Irene to wash it.  She took it and went to join Russ, who was still working the dirt out from the skull's eyes and nose sockets.
Swishing the bone through the water, she called, "Hey Harley, this ain't got no teeth."
"Injuns didn't brush their teeth; everybody knows that.  They probably rotted out from old age," her brother answered without looking away from his determined digging.
"Hey, there's none here either," Russ said, noticing the absence of teeth in the skull he held.
They found some pieces of a backbone that Harley deemed of no value.  He shifted to digging where the right arm should have been, saying, "I want me a hand bone."
Tom dug.  His head began to ache; his heart beat a little too fast.  Like at the stones on top of Medicine Mound, Tom felt something was about to happen.
Tom used a short stick to scrape dirt with one hand and pulled dirt away with the other.  He was deep enough to have found ribs or something.
Russ came back, holding the wet skull.  Completely at ease, he placed it on a rock, so it looked at the group.
Harley lifted his eyes, gave an approving grunt, and kept digging.
Tom found the remains of two ribs but didn't mention the discovery.  A moment later, something black appeared in his hole.  Gently, he worked to free it.
"Jeezum squeezum."  Harley jumped to his feet, holding his own discovery.  "I found me a bone knife."
Russ and Irene eyed the curved, nine-inch blade: a serrated edge on the underside, a thick, sturdy, rounded ridge above.
"I'll bet they skinned hides with this," Harley said excitedly, holding it like a dagger, thrusting at imaginary foes.
"Hot dog!"  Tom stood, brushing dirt away with one hand while the other held a near-perfect, eight-inch-long flint spearhead.
Russ and Harley turned toward Tom.  Seeing his treasure, they gathered around the hand, holding the artifact.
"Dang, that's a good one!" Harley said enviously, his knife no match for the spearpoint's sheer beauty.
"Let's wash it off," Russ suggested, implying joint ownership.
Tom led the way to the pond and cleaned the museum-quality spearhead.
"Let me hold it," Harley said.
Tom—concerned about him breaking it, or worse, not giving it back—held it out.
"I want to see it next," Russ said, and at once relieved Tom of the fear of losing ownership of the remarkable find.
While Russ took his turn, gripping it at the notch and thrusting it with his arm, a realization stabbed its way into Tom's thoughts.  This spearhead had killed the person buried in the shallow grave.  The uneasy feeling swiftly changed to feelings of excitement and joy when he realized how perfect the worked flint was.  Now, thinking about a dead man reminded him that his parents had made this trip to attend a funeral.  A real dead man lay in a casket in the house.  He felt sickened.  Weak-kneed, he sat.
Russ took the stone spear tip from Irene and handed it to Tom.  They hiked back to the farmhouse, where the dead man lay waiting to be lowered into the earth the next morning.
There was no moon that night.  Some men at the wake built a fire outside, and children huddled near the circle of safety.  Tom watched nervously as the spearhead passed from one to the next, each man making quiet comments about things ancient.
Finally, his dad’s cousin Royce Mason took the artifact.  The lean man's pale eyes had studied Tom off and on all night, but now they focused on the crafted flint.  Royce closed his eyes for a second, and Tom thought pain twitched across the man's gaunt face.
Looking back at Tom, Royce reached to return the artifact to the boy.  "Real piece of work, Tom.  A special find."  He smiled.
Royce placed the beautiful spearhead in the boy's hand, then cupped it with his own.  "Take good care of it, Tom.  It's a rare find, a special find."
Something about the man's touch made Tom's hands tingle, goosebumps flashed, and the fine hairs on his arm rose.  Feeling slightly dizzy, Tom sat cross-legged and stared into the fire.
An old, spotted, scarred-eared hound cautiously joined the circle of humans.  He sniffed the ground, made two tight circles, and sat next to Tom.
Tom's mind filled with fragments of images, as if daydreaming but not quite able to complete the pictures.  He rubbed his eyes hard; his low-grade headache worsened.  When he opened his eyes, Royce Mason was studying him again.
The men spoke softly and respectfully about the Indians who roamed this land thousands of years before.
Royce joined in, "I don't think Chickasaw or Alabama built the mounds.  And I'm not so sure they are only burial mounds."
Royce’s eyes locked on Tom’s.  "I think Indians who lived here long before the Chickasaw made the mounds."
Images formed in Tom's head.  The scene across from him wavered, and Royce’s voice faded.  Something in Tom's world shifted.  He reached his hand out and touched the dog's head. 

THREE 
NORTH AMERICA, 20,000 BC

The dog sitting next to the boy nudged the hand on his head to scratch harder.  Steady Hand sat near the campfire, legs crossed, a hide on his shoulders, hand resting gently on the dog’s head.
The old shaman finished praying and leaned forward.  Flames reflected in his clear eyes as he began his tale.  The young children stared at the strawberry birthmark on his forehead.  At fifty winters, he was the oldest of the tribe.
He raised his arms, hands open, palms out for complete attention.  Tonight was special.  Steady Hand had entered his thirteenth year.  Tomorrow he went with the warriors on the first spring hunt.  Steady Hand had hunted before, to learn, but tomorrow he would make his first kill as an Ani Yun Wiya warrior.  Tonight he sat with the tribe’s children for the last time.  Tomorrow he would be a man.
Red Crawfish began his tale, speaking words supplemented with sign language.
“We are Ani Yun Wiya, the Real People.  We live in the world for us.  After we die, our spirits go to other worlds.  Which world is decided by how we lived.
“If a man hunts well, has many sons, says the truth, that man's spirit goes to the world where elk, rabbit, and fish live without number, where corn grows tall, and it is always spring.  If a man says lies, steals, or beats women for no reason, his spirit goes to the Place that Rains Fire.
“When a man dies, his spirit travels to The Crow Place, where birds counsel about the good and bad of the man's life.  They decide into what world the spirit goes.  They call The Black Snake that Climbs Trees to guide the spirit to its new home.
“This is the story of Stone Giver who, so long ago, the winters cannot be counted, went to a spirit land and returned to his tribe to tell the story of the Thunder Beings.  Stone Giver was the bravest warrior of the Ani Yun Wiya.  When the full moon came in winter, the most dangerous time to guard sacred places, Stone Giver volunteered to go on the Walk Alone to the tribe's boundaries.  One winter, on the Walk Alone, he went too far and became lost.
“He traveled many days looking for a landmark.  Stone Giver had to sleep when he came to The Crow Place.  The crows saw Stone Giver.  Thinking he was a spirit come for judgment, the crows began to argue about his life.  They decided.  The Black Snake came from its hole and led Stone Giver to the highest place.  The Thunder Beings came from the sky.  They put Stone Giver in the thunder and sent him to the Place That Rains Fire.
"‘This is wrong,’ said Stone Giver.  ‘I have made many kills.  I have seven sons.  I do not beat women, I never stole, and I always speak the truth.  I should not be in this place.’  Angry, he flung his spear into the clouds.
“He waited for a day and a night, hiding in a cave from the monster warriors of The Place That Rains Fire.  The next morning, his spear fell from the heavens and stuck in the ground in front of his cave.
“A Thunder Being said, ‘Stone Giver, you should not be here.  You are not a spirit.  You are still Ani Yun Wiya and should be in that world.  Because we made a mistake, we will send you back.  Tell your people the Thunder Beings made a sky bridge between worlds so you could come home.  Because we made this bridge, creatures from The Place That Rains Fire may someday come to your world.  To help the Ani Yun Wiya keep their world, we send a magic gift.  Now come out of the cave, take your spear, and go home.’
“Stone Giver came out and pulled his spear free from the earth.  The thick shaft had a beautiful, black, stone point and a small skin bag containing a crystal piece tied to the shaft.
“A swirling cloud-tunnel opened in the air and swallowed him.  In no time, he fell to the ground at one of the Ani Yun Wiya’s stone boundary markers, and the tunnel vanished.
“A Thunder Being spoke.  ‘The stone point will help Ani Yun Wiya hunt better.  We gave you wisdom to shape the stone.  The crystal in the bag helps to find your way to the sacred places.  The most important gift is this: Thunder Beings admit when they are wrong and make things right; the Ani Yun Wiya must do the same.  Now go and tell your people what has happened.’”
Red Crawfish looked at the children.  This story always made them chatter with questions.  He held up his hands for silence.  "Your questions must wait.  Tonight is special; it is the last night Steady Hand sits at the council of children.  Tomorrow he becomes a warrior."
The shaman clapped his hands three times, keeping his smiling eyes on Steady Hand.  He liked this boy.  Red Crawfish saw quickness and intelligence from the boy’s eyes.  He never chattered like many others.  Steady Hand would make a great warrior; someday, he might even be chief.
A slender young woman stepped into the circle of light.  Her name was Mulberry Place, Steady Hand's older and only sibling.  Mulberry Place carried a long object bundled in animal skin.
Red Crawfish said, "Stand by the fire, Steady Hand."
The boy stepped toward the glowing campfire.  The dog followed and sat beside him.  The other children’s envious eyes stayed on him, but Steady Hand watched his sister.
Her husband had fallen into the river and died from chest sickness last fall.  Though mates for only two months, she mourned his death.
Mulberry Place offered the bundle to Red Crawfish on open hands.  Chanting magic words, the shaman removed the wrapping with solemn ceremony.  He took the spear from the bundle.  Its shaft was solid and straight, but Steady Hand's eyes lit with joy when he saw the spearpoint.
The black flint glinted in the firelight.  It was perfect.  Steady Hand had never seen a more beautiful piece of work.
The boy's expression pleased Red Crawfish.  This spear was the finest ceremonial spear he had ever made.  He did not want to consider he had made it better because he liked Steady Hand more than other children.
Held straight, point toward the sky, Red Crawfish passed it over the fire.  "Steady Hand, take this spear.  It is the grandson of Stone Giver’s spear.  Tomorrow, when you make your first kill as a warrior, the spear will become yours."
The boy reached out and gripped the shaft.  His eyes admired the point then lowered to meet Red Crawfish's gaze.
The old man solemnly released the spear.
Steady Hand raised the spear above his head, shook it, and howled into the night.  The dog threw back its head and howled with the boy.  Red Crawfish smiled.
Heavy frost blanketed the ground when the hunting party left the pole lodges in the gray hour before sunrise.  Steady Hand—the only warrior initiated this spring—ran in the center of the column.
Two spears rested on Steady Hand’s shoulders—the beautiful one to make the kill, and the spear his father helped make with its crude but effective bone tip.
They reached a peaceful, brook-fed lake at the foot of an escarpment.  Holly shrubs, favorites of deer and elk, grew along the granite wall by the stream.
Steady Hand was lucky.  A stag and four pregnant elk casually worked their way toward the hunters.  They chewed branches, unaware men waited.  The elk moved beyond the first hunters, who charged across the creek shouting hunting cries.
The elk bolted into the stream.  The screaming men banged spear shafts together, driving the panicked animals.
The big stag headed for the lake.  The does followed.
Steady Hand readied.  As the elk passed ten feet away, he hurled his spear.  Hundreds of hours of practice paid off.  The animal stumbled as the bone tip penetrated behind the animal's left shoulder.
Before it recovered, three more spears penetrated its body.  The great elk fell.  The females went into the water, snorting and swimming for their lives.
Usually, the hunters would have killed a female, allowing the proud stag to live to impregnate others, but today's hunt was Steady Hand's initiation.  The small spring antlers would make a grand prize.
Fallen, kicking weakly, the stag vainly tried to rise.  Warriors circled, waiting for their newest member to finish the kill.  Steady Hand stepped forward, the ceremonial spear held in both hands, shaft poised over his shoulder.
At this moment, Steady Hand became a man.  At the instant, the spear came down; he screamed his warrior's cry, the call that was his alone for the rest of his life.  He had worried over what it should be.
Finally plunging the spear into the animal's heart, he howled, wolf-like, ending in three barks.
The warriors gathered around the boy, patting him on the back.  The warriors prayed over the kill before they skinned and quartered the animal to carry it to the village.  Steady Hand could not wait to return and tell about his kill.
The whole village came out to greet them.  Children listened with envy as Steady Hand retold the story of his kill, elaborating the danger as he held the narrow rack of horns aloft.
They feasted that night.  Red Crawfish presented Steady Hand with a small leather bag containing a piece of polished quartz to help him find his way when far from home.  Steady Hand saw how Mulberry Place watched him proudly as he passed into the first phase of tribal manhood.
The second phase would come next spring when Steady Hand made his first Walk Alone, checking sacred sites for signs of longclaws.
Later—in his family's lodge, with everyone else asleep—the young warrior thought about his sister's happiness.  If Mulberry Place did not remarry by spring, the leaders would choose her new mate.  He understood the necessity but wanted his sister to be happy, and Red Crawfish might pick anyone for her new mate.
When spring came, Steady Hand prepared for his first Walk Alone.  Mulberry Place presented him with a gift.  She had worked the skin from his first kill into a supple, hooded cloak.  She had used bone and lashings.  She made it, so the antlers attached to the back of the hood.
Steady Hand was thrilled.  He put the cloak on and brought the hood over his head.  It hung below Steady Hand’s brow and allowed the new warrior to see through the large.  Steady Hand looked through the large eyeholes as his sister tied the antler rack so that from the front, they appeared to grow from his head.
Red Crawfish approved, announcing this was good magic.  The elk's spirit would make Steady Hand’s first Walk Alone a swift one.
With only his two spears and a small pouch of simple tools, Steady Hand walked to the village's edge, thinking that if he ran the whole way, the trip would take one moon.  Already feeling lonely, he turned, and Mulberry Place returned his wave while watching him go into the woods.
As an Ani Yun Wiya warrior, he was not allowed to show the fear he felt.  Usually, Walk Alones, which sent warriors into the mountains' lower ranges, were lonely but uneventful.  However, sometimes warriors came back with tales of horrible encounters with longclaws.  Worse still, sometimes they never returned at all.
Walk Alones were necessary to provide warnings and gather information vital to the tribe's survival during this dangerous time of the year.
He adjusted the small bundle strapped to his back, smiled weakly to his sister, and vanished into the woods.

***


A man's voice interrupted his Uncle Royce.  Tom didn't hear the comment itself but heard laughter as his dream of the Indian boy with the elk skin and spearpoint faded and vanished.
Tom recognized the spearpoint the Indian boy, Steady Hand, took when he left the encampment.  It was the one Tom found earlier.
There had been more to the daydream. A fight—a spear—a boy somehow like him, but not him, a dog. It was horrifying and confusing.
He looked up.
"About bedtime, wouldn't you say?"  Royce held his hand out, offering to help him up.
Taking the steady hand, Tom followed the likable man into the old barn.
Tom hardly slept at all.

***

When everyone else was asleep, Royce sat alone by the dying fire, studying the skull the children found.  It did not take much examination to know it was not human.

FOUR
THE WORLD THAT RAINS FIRE

There was nothing for them between the jetties but death.  Even if they could reach the beach below before other larger predators swarmed to the frenzy, they were creatures of the land.  The sea offered only a swift demise.
Leader had lived too long to allow his clan to walk into a disaster.  He ordered the clan to move.
Old for his kind, he had survived sixteen years because of intelligence.  Many creatures were more powerful than his kind and could devour a longclaw in a second—if they could catch one.
Catching one was the trick.  Leader’s race survived a brutal environment by guile and cunning.  With instincts, senses, and abilities precision-honed by disinterested evolution, longclaws were perfect for their niche.  Yet even perfection afforded only a tenuous hold for any creature.
Leader was responsible for the clan's lives and owned their instant, unquestioning obedience.  He became the clan’s leader when a great crawler ate his father.  Death by any other means than predator was nonexistent.
Before his father’s body was entirely in the creature’s mouth, Leader took command.  The clan instantly accepted him: no communication necessary, no time wasted in transition.  His mother—the dead leader's mate, still able to bear young—paired with the Watcher, the member responsible for guarding the rear while the rest focused on hunting or escape.  His mate became the new Speaker.  His oldest son replaced him as Scout.  Clan members assumed their new roles within a second of his father's death as they fled across a parched, flat valley floor between towering cliffs.
The old leader's death left the clan with eight members.  Six to twelve was good for a clan, but his did not have enough females.  More than twelve longclaws attracted too many predators.  When a clan grew to twelve members, the leader divided it, creating two clans, each going separate directions.  His clan had split three times in his lifetime, forming new clans with the dead leaders’ sons as clan heads.
The clan hunted.  Scout captured a slow-moving, plated creature with venom-injecting fangs and claws.  He sliced off the shellback’s head with a killing claw and placed the remains on flat, open ground in a rock-strewn gorge.  The clan could not eat shellbacks' poisoned meat, but they could eat many animals which fed on shellbacks.  They waited anxiously behind rocks, downwind, sniffing for prey and predators.
Watcher dutifully did not sense the area immediately around the dead shellback but focused on the sky and rocky cliff faces.
Only a few moments passed before Watcher mind-spoke to Leader.  "Cave flyers, above, across."
Leader did not answer, nor did Watcher expect one, as he scanned and sniffed to detect attacks.
Sharp-bills had scented the bait and sniffed eagerly, ready to dart out and pick the shellback's exposed feet and neck with razor-edged beaks.
The clan waited.
Watcher mind-spoke again.  "Cave flyers come."
Leader cast his eyes upward, seeing a pack of cave flyers gliding toward them.  Their wings—taut, tough hide-sheets attached along their sides, arms, and legs—allowed the cliff-cave dwellers to glide but not gain much altitude.  Leader could not tell if they were after the clan, the bait, or the sharp-bills hidden in the rocks.
He waited, observing everything.
The sharp-bills swarmed from hiding, ferociously tearing meat from the dead animal.  The cave flyers stayed on course, quickening their descent.  They would be among the sharp-bills in seconds.  Leader waited.
As the cave flyers swooped past the frantically feeding sharp-bills, each attempted to snatch with one clawed foot while the other foot sank and re-sank wickedly curved, two-inch, needle-sharp talons into flesh.  Some were successful.  Others missed or were themselves injured by the sharp-bills' edged beaks as they scrambled for safety.
The successful cave flyers landed, lustily devouring meals in gulping bites.  Their narrow throats swelled with passing food.  The less-successful flyers chased sharp-bills on foot.
Leader mind-spoke. "Kill."
Scout, the two hunters, and Leader sprang from the rocks, darting into the midst of the feeding cave flyers.  The three females formed a rough perimeter around the killing party while Watcher stood away, alert for more predators.
A cave flyer, intent on feeding, saw its attacker too late.  It leaped, positioning its talons between itself and its assailant, but Leader was too quick.  Leader’s left killing claw thrust into the animal's vulnerable belly.  Burying its full nine inches before jerking it across, he sliced through the creature's vital organs.  At the same time, he thrust his right killing-claw into the flyer's face.  It hit hard bone, glanced off it, and skidded down, parting flesh like a zipper opening.  The dying creature retreated, desperately trying to free itself from the fire in its innards.  Leader moved with it, keeping his left claw deep inside.  His right claw flashed, cutting cleanly across the victim’s neck.  Its head fell back like an opened trunk lid.  The leader rode the prey to the ground, heart still pumping, talons reflexively clawing the air.  Leader extended and opened his snout, placed it on the exposed throat, and sucked the warm, spurting blood.
In less than a minute, sated, he offered the quivering prey to his mate.
The other hunters also fared well, though his oldest son, Scout, received a nasty wound on the thigh.  They formed a perimeter while the females and Watcher drank.
The cave flyers retreated a short distance.  Snarling, snapping jaws filled with jagged teeth, leaping, and showing talons, they scampered to safety up the cliff facing.
Another minute and Leader mind-spoke, "Flee."
The clan ran.  Scout took his position at the column's head, followed by the hunters, then Leader slightly ahead of the females, with Watcher bringing up the rear.
They ran upright on powerful, horse-like legs, each stride covering four feet.  Their goat-like hooves, impervious to rough terrain, carried them sure-footedly away, easily outdistancing another group of attacking cave flyers.
The clan did not run blindly.  To do so would bring disaster.  The long claws were always hunted and always hunting.  Complete alertness kept them alive.  If, for a moment, they stopped concentrating on survival, their demise would be swift and merciless.  Everything was a predator, no rival species given an instant's advantage.
The clan of longclaws stopped at a narrow stream that smelled strongly of sulfur.  They took long, quick drinks and continued their flight, sensing for trouble with every stride.
They ran along a plateau's edge.  To their right, a terrifying landscape dropped away.  Spread between the clan and the horizon, spaced unevenly and intermingled with mesas and jutting, barren rock hills, six volcanoes spewed dirty smoke into the sky, their red glow like demon beacons marking a dead sea.
Always running between or near fields of boulders, they trotted to a temporary lair.  Twice Scout signaled trouble, and the clan hid among large, craggy, yellow-crusted rocks, waiting until it was safe to continue.
Reaching a steep hillside and quickly climbing its slanted, loose, shale base, they used powerful hands and arms to pull themselves up the cliff.  Precarious, inch-wide ledges provided footing until they gained entrance to a small cave halfway up.
After the kill, the sun had been three quarters across its arc when they started their journey.  Still, above the horizon, its light diffused through dirty clouds, the sun was a pale orb creating daylong dusk.  As they reached the cave, thick storm clouds reduced the sun to a faint, purplish glow, dimmer than the most distant volcano.  Their inner eyelids reflexively opened, allowing owl-like, nocturnal eyes perfect night vision.
A crawler—a spider-like creature a foot across—occupied the cave, patiently digging its trap.  Scout speared it with a killing claw before climbing through the entrance.  The clan followed.
The setting sun left the night lit only by lava flows and sporadic, molten eruptions in the distance.  An unseen moon journeyed across the sky behind lightning-laced clouds.  Enough light entered the cave to keep it from total blackness.  Longclaws were creatures of the dark.  The brightest days wore a twilight quality.  Evolution provided large, nocturnal eyes, with large, slit pupils like a cat covering most of the exposed surface.
Watcher squatted at the cave’s entrance, sniffing and watching for any hint of attackers.  The rest of the clan formed a circle.
"Mind-speak to others," Leader ordered.
Crouched in a circle, they linked minds and let Speaker's thoughts become their own.  Soon the clan engaged in the sunset mind-speak with other clans.
Less than twenty miles away, the Clan of Red Mountain told of a skirmish with howlers.  Both species lost heavily, but the carnage ended with the appearance of a great flyer.  The most feared predator, great flyers, were enormous creatures so powerful only another of its kind could kill it.  Usually, they sought larger food than longclaws or howlers, but the two species to draw attention to themselves in open combat were rare.
The Clan of Deep River joined the linking of thoughts with a strong message.  A mass pursued them toward a vast plateau.  They ran at an angle, hoping to move beyond the mass's left flank before reaching the precipice.
Leader knew their plight.  He spoke to his own clan, and they broke the mind link.  They scampered out of the cave to avoid sharing the fate that might befall the Clan of Deep River.
Feeling the flow of the energy lines crisscrossing the planet, Leader moved south, hoping to move below the westward-moving mass.
The mass consisted of billions of insect-like creatures.  The creatures were a foot in length; each wielded oversized, powerful mandibles, two sharp, crab-like claws, and a barbed, poisonous, whip-like tail.  Every few years, colonies hatched billions of eggs, then emerged from underground hives.  They joined forces, creating a carpet of death miles across.  No living thing stood against them.  Relentlessly scrambling over, around, up, or down obstacles in a solid sheet of murderous clacking, they trapped creatures that killed thousands of them before succumbing to smothering torture as the mass covered and devoured it.
Leader set a fast pace.  After several miles, the mountain sloped downward, eventually melding with a vast plain.  Leader located a narrow crevice in the escarpment's face and moved his clan to shelter for a brief rest.
Scout began to limp.  The ugly wound inflicted by the cave flyer's claws had festered.  His normally light-gray skin had turned blackish purple around the ragged gash.  Scout caught Leader examining his leg.  Their eyes met.  Scout blinked his big eyes, but neither spoke.  They knew if the wound worsened, Scout would leave the clan to avoid attracting predators with the scent of infection.  Gnat-sized insects already buzzed around the seeping gash.
They trotted eastward after resting, following a line of power to a tangled forest of wicked thorn trees.  They caught a saw-jaw, a four-foot reptile with thousand-toothed jaws.  They used its body to lure a family of tusks out from the thicket after draining its blood.  The clan killed two animals, each twice the size of a longclaw.  The others snorted angrily from the cover of impenetrable thorns as the clan sucked blood from the beasts' throats.
They followed the same energy path eastward, skirting the forest.  A few hundred yards from their last kill, Watcher mind-spoke of a group of smallish flyers passing over from the north.  They seemed to be zeroing in on the two corpses left beside the thorn tangles.
Flyers came in all shapes and sizes; from smaller than a longclaw’s hand to those so large, their beating wings drove the mottled clouds with claws able to encompass and lift creatures twenty times larger than a longclaw.  The great flyers flew alone, high above the clouds, usually cannibalizing their kin.  Smaller varieties flocked together: the smaller the flyer – the larger the flock.  Some were flying reptiles, others nightmare gargoyles: they all dropped soundlessly through the clouds hoping to catch unwary prey.  Some hovered above cave entrances to snatch the heads of cave flyers or other animals foolish enough to come out.  Feared and respected, their ability to fly was a huge advantage, especially on days when clouds were low, and they skimmed unseen, only yards above the surface, looking for food.
Leader increased the pace as the clan turned north.
They traveled a dozen miles before seeing bodies of the mass littered as far as they could see.  Gassy tendrils steamed from each corpse as digestive acids ate through decaying stomachs.  These mindless creatures starved to death on their march.  Eventually, millions died because they were so far to the rear; no food lasted long enough for them to reach.  When the mass dwindled, the survivors burrowed, forming colonies until the next time.  It would be days before this mass hybernated.
With no food left in the mass's wake, Leader ordered the clan to backtrack, then headed for a favorite hunting area.  They fed three times before stopping in a high cave to mind-speak with other longclaws at sunset.
Scout's leg was worse.  Thick, milky pus oozed from the torn flesh when squeezed.  Leader mind-spoke, "Squeeze poison out, sunrise, leg good, clan go toward Path of Two Hands."
Scout's eyes darted from Leader.  If his leg was not better by sunrise, Leader had told him the clan's destination so he could follow, but he could no longer threaten them with his presence.
They headed to a spot where six lines of power crossed, a dangerous place for creatures that used the energy paths for reckoning.  The conjunction of energy lines often caused dizziness and disorientation, attracting sick or wounded animals, making them easy prey.  The location’s name was Path of Two Hands because longclaws’ hands each had three fingers; both hands equaled the number of bisecting lines of power.  A longclaw’s hand had an opposing thumb, an index finger, and a finger nearly as long where a human's little finger would be.  Between, where the ring and middle finger would occupy a human hand, was a large knuckle.  With a dozen or so growth rings at its base, a killing claw grew from the knuckle.  The lethal appendage was eight to nine inches of bone-hard, ivory-like substance that gently curved into a wicked point.  Though rounded for strength at the top, the underside tapered wedge-like to a fine, serrated cutting edge, which, like flint, self-sharpened as old-growth fell away, replaced by a new edge.
Speaker could not function for the Sunset Mind-Speak with Others.  Her pregnancy was full-term, and she would deliver very soon.  Watcher's mate quickly filled her role.  The clan gathered and listened.
The Clan of Brown Rain lost five of eight killed in attacks by two separate howler packs.  Three survivors only lived because the howlers turned to fight predators drawn to the fray.
This news caused concern.  Howlers were an intelligent species.  Though inferior to longclaws in brainpower, their natural pack instincts made them fearsome enemies.  Unlike many creatures that lived and hunted together, the howlers devised strategies and cooperated, making them extremely dangerous.
Howlers knew there was prey less dangerous than longclaws, and it was rare for the rival species to meet in combat.  At least it had been.  In two days, there had been three attacks.  The howlers' activity always reached maniacal levels when the sallow full moon sailed on visibility's edge behind constant clouds.  During these times, if at all, a pack—running flat out, howling into the night—sometimes stumbled into a fight with longclaws.  Lately, something caused howlers to attack aggressively at every encounter.
The clan stayed in the cave half an hour before moving twenty miles to another shelter.  There, Leader's mate gave birth to twins: a male and a female.  Since she could carry only one and still function, Scout's mate, herself pregnant, became the female infant's nursemaid and protector.
Before sunrise, the clan set out for the Path of Two Hands.  Leader's hunter replaced his brother as Scout.  No longer able to stay with the clan with his festering wound, the watcher waited until they were a mile ahead before following.
The energy forming the lines of power naturally fluctuated, but the longclaws noticed a gradual increase over the last few days.  As the group approached the six intersecting lines, the energy's intensity was disorienting.  The clan stopped to realign itself several times.  Leader began to think the power was so strong even wounded animals might stay away.  The clan was on the rise, overlooking a rolling, ash-covered plain.  The lines of power crossing the plain became visible as they neared the focus.  The clan cautiously observed the pulsing glow, waiting for Leader's instructions.
One instant, the flat, dried earth was empty; the next, it filled with flashes of lightning and peals of thunder like never before.  When the longclaws’ eyes adjusted, they stared in disbelief.  An alien thing sat on the ground, dripping water from its sides.  An enormous thing—multicolored but mostly brown—it tilted to one side and did not move.
The clan shrank back as one.  Leader was unsure, the event so outside experience that he froze.  The smell of prey was about the thing, not a scent he recognized, but unmistakably the odor of food.
Then he saw them, moving slowly over the brown thing.  Some jumped from the listing side, while others climbed down ropes at the thing's ends.  Their scent overpowered.  Perhaps there was danger, but there was also food.
"Kill," Leader mind-spoke, and the clan flashed forward.  Crossing the plain, and among the prey without warning.
It was slaughter. Slightly smaller than a longclaw, the two-legged, soft-skinned animals seemed slow and puny.  Frightened, fleeing their assailants, some jumped from the brown thing and ran; others vanished into the brown thing's belly.  Longclaws quickly caught the ones they chased, decapitating most with a single swipe, gorging on the spurting blood.  It was a feast. Regular feeding order broke as female longclaws, two with infants wrapped tightly around their necks, joined in.
The old scout caught up to the group and killed three escaping in his direction.
The butchery was massive.  In a feeding frenzy, unable to control primal urges, longclaws went through the brown thing, sniffing the easily killed creatures from hiding.  Blood was everywhere, and the strong scent would soon reach other predators.  The longclaws could drink no more.  A few animals still lived, crying strange sounds from behind a smooth wall at the end of a narrow tunnel.  Scout scraped a killing claw across it, gouging its surface.  Again, and the gouge deepened.  He thrust his claw into the wall.  It penetrated, then momentarily stuck as he yanked it back.  The scent came through the hole.
Again he thrust, this time prying the splintering surface, ripping it as he pulled free.
As the hole grew bigger, the terrified creatures beyond the wall jumped through an opening and ran for their lives.
Many helpless creatures postponed death simply because longclaws were busy killing and feeding.
Watcher mind-spoke urgently, "Many flyers and a great crawler also.  Maybe howlers."
Leader, covered in blood like the other longclaws, pulled his dripping claw from the dead animal's back and lifted his nose.  Many predators approached, drawn by the carnage.
Leader mind-spoke, “Flee.”
They ran at top speed, kicking up a dust cloud.  They blurred past two weak animals from the brown thing.  In seconds, they were far enough away to chance a backward glance.
Various-sized flyers swarmed, finishing the remaining animals.  A great crawler towered into the sky, its ten legs skittering toward the smell of food.
The old scout—Leader's oldest son, unable to move at full speed on his bad leg—fought two flyers with a third coming in.  Despite his strength and quickness, it was only a matter of time before needle-sharp claws and fangs ripped the flesh from his bones.
Leader increased the pace.  They would have to travel far from this place to be safe.  Other animals, scenting increasing death, converged.
The thing had been a mystery, a gift from the Power.  In seasons past without number, the Power had been more generous with its offerings.
Hunger sated, the clan ran on.  Leader considered the thing and longclaw legends.  He remembered stories of the howlers' gift and power lines.  He thought many things while his senses continuously searched for predators ahead.  He would have much to say to other clans at the sunset mind-speak.
Reaching a shallow stream, they washed the blood from their bodies in sulfurous waters.


FIVE
Tom Mason’s Roadtrip Dream

Tom Mason pulled his son to him.  When close enough to kiss, Tom bit the boy and began to eat.  Pete screamed.  Sorrowful betrayal echoed through Tom’s mind like a great, empty hall, and in his heart until it came from his own throat.  The scream became a tapping sound.  From somewhere in the dream’s dark, molten landscape, he heard a repeated: rap-rap-rap, pause, rap-rap-rap.  During the pause between raps, a distant, god-like voice asked him for something, but he didn’t know what.  Tom Mason jerked himself awake.  Eyes filled with tears, his body glistened with sweat.  With his heart pounding and weak with nausea, Tom sat rigid in the driver’s seat, hands like vices on the steering wheel.
“Sir!  Sir, please lower your window,” the Alabama State Trooper repeated, right hand on his holstered pistol’s grip and the other on the large flashlight used for tapping the window.
Tom gathered himself.  The last thing he remembered was pulling onto the freeway and that Dobie Gray song playing.  Nothing happened when Tom pressed the button to lower the window.  The car’s engine was off.  He reached to turn the ignition key, thought better of it, and said to the red-faced officer, “It's hot. I have to open the door.”
The trooper nodded and took a step back from the door, at the same time looking inside the car and tightening his grip on the still holstered nine-millimeter automatic.
Tom swiveled to exit; his legs gave as he tried to rise, and he half fell back onto the seat.
The patrolman instinctively reached to help but pulled back when Tom caught himself.
“Have you been drinking, sir?” the officer asked.
“No, no,” Tom answered, lowering his face to his hands.  “I just feel a little out of it.  Give me a minute.”
“I had a stranded motorist call.  Now I’m here; maybe I should call an ambulance…”
Tom looked at him, trying to appear as well as he could.  “Really, officer… Officer Parker,” Tom said, reading the man’s nametag, “I’m returning from my father’s funeral.  I have a teenage boy missing for nine weeks.  There’s a lot on my mind.  I must have run out of gas, pulled over, and then fallen asleep.  I’m really sorry to have caused trouble, officer.  I’m sure I will be fine.  I just need a minute.”
The officer relaxed and said, “I have a can of gas that can get you to the next gas station.  Are you sure you don’t want an ambulance?”
“No thanks,” Tom said, feeling the circulation returning to his legs and the numbness leaving his head.
“Alright, I still need your license and registration.  I have to call this in,” the officer replied, keeping his eyes on Tom.
“Sure,” Tom answered, reaching in his hip pocket for his wallet for the requested documents.
While the officer was on his car radio, Tom drank from a water bottle and looked around.  He realized he was not on the freeway to the airport and had no idea where he was.  He remembered having a little more than a quarter tank of gas when he left the cemetery.  He reasoned he traveled around fifty miles.
His first thought was to ask Patrolman Parker where he was but thought better of it.
Parker returned with the promised gas and poured it into the tank.  He asked one more time, as he handed Tom back his documents if Tom was sure he was okay.
Tom, standing on firm legs and looking much better, assured Parker he was fine now.
Parker returned to the patrol car, backed up, looked both ways, then made a U-turn heading away from Tom.  Tom could feel his eyes watching him in the patrol car’s side mirror.
Tom pulled out the rental-car map.  It proved useless since all he knew was this was not Interstate 75.  This was no interstate at all.  It was a two-lane state or county road.
He started the car and continued driving in the direction the car faced, thinking he would sort this all out at the next gas station.  Tom glanced at his watch.  He would miss his flight.
He passed a boy driving a tractor, and his mind turned to his only child, Pete.  Once again, his eyes brimmed, and he wiped them with his sleeve.  His guilt was deep.
Pete grew up confused, uncertain, hurt.  His parents divorced, then his infant brother opened an unlocked basement door and fell to his death.  Finally, his mother became neurotic, overprotective, and dependent on medication.  Pete turned inward, feeling unloved and unwanted.
Tom took it upon himself.  The divorce and his infant son's accidental death: no matter what else changed, no matter what he told himself, in the end, those two events were the root of Pete's problems.
At fourteen, Pete’s mother agreed to a compromise.  Pete would not live with his father, but she consented to enroll him in a military academy.  Travis Military Academy had one teacher for every thirteen students, a full week curriculum for studies, sports, and additional help for undermotivated cadets.  Their success rate was phenomenal, at least on paper.
Within a week of beginning classes, it became obvious to everyone—including Pete—that he was way behind.  The school notified his parents he was on tutorials.
Pete reluctantly returned to school, demoralized after Christmas break.  He tried his best but could not catch up.  Pete called his mother, begging her to take him out of the school.  When she stood up to him—at the school’s advice—he threatened to run away.
The dean of cadets said Pete was bluffing.  He said Pete was making progress, and a breakthrough was only a matter of time.  The dean said he had seen many boys with runaway profiles, and Pete was not one.
A week later, Tom Mason received the call saying his son was missing.
Terrified, angry, frustrated, Tom kept in touch with various police and other agencies daily, then weekly as the absolute helplessness sunk home.  Nine weeks of not knowing took a frightful toll.  Tom constantly battled darkly sinister possibilities: sexual perverts, and all other sorts of terrifying prospects, floated in Tom's mind.  The news was full of sexual predators hidden from sight for years because they left no witnesses.  He knew a boy—a fifteen-year-old, on his own for the first time—to which his son could fall prey. He never allowed himself to finish those thoughts.  They were too sickening, too final.
The dreams started within days of Pete running away.  Beginning as occasional, similar nightmares, they intensified in realism, consistency, and frequency.  They always involved him harming Pete in a strange, parched, dark landscape.  Often the attack on Pete occurred at the Indian mound where Tom had found the spearhead as a boy.
Tom reached the end of his ability to function on three or four hours of fitful sleep each night after the eleventh day.  Oddly drawn to the ancient burial mound, he drifted off during waking hours, remembering what happened there as a child.
Tom Mason drove.  The terror of the dream, the helplessness he felt for Pete, gnawing ever deeper.  He forced his fears to the back of his mind, concentrating on the road and the growing forest shadows.
Darker thoughts worked in a sublevel of his brain; thoughts which, had he been aware, might have driven him mad—thoughts that were not his own.
A small, green sign read, “Cedartown 9 Miles.”  Tom’s mind clicked, realizing he had driven nearly fifty miles west of Atlanta.  How did this happen?  He must be more emotionally disturbed than anyone thought.
He found a Mobil station, filled up the car, and bought a map.  Tom went into a Wendy’s, bought a burger, then sat down to reckon his position and make new plans.  He was on Highway 6.  It looked like more than an hour’s drive back to Hartsfield Airport in Atlanta.
Between bites, Tom’s overworked mind switched between Pete, his dreams, and his emotional state.  For the first time, Tom recognized he needed help.
Tom started the car and turned on the radio.  Weather reports filled the Chrysler from its stereo system's six speakers.  It sounded like the area expected another in a series of storms.
He changed channels to a classic-rock station, playing baby boomers' nostalgic musical memories.  It was beating out “Take It Easy” by the Eagles.  Tom let the music magically transport him to a time when the song was popular, when life was less complex when his emotional baggage fit in a knapsack.
Several miles later, the song stuck in his head; he relived a happier time.  The first time his father took him fishing.
He drove the car one hundred percent on automatic pilot. Childhood memories, good times,  occupied his consciousness except for the song’s lyrics, “Don`t let the sound of your own wheels drive you crazy….”





SIX

There it was again.  Just like every morning for the last six months, and just like every other morning—there was the dog, cowering on a twisted blanket, stubby tail between its legs, head lowered, eyes fearfully watching the man on the porch.
Stepping over to the deposit of feces, he said, "Look at you, goddamn it, you know this is wrong.  Every morning it’s the same goddamn thing, a pile of shit on the porch, and every morning I beat the hell out of you."
The dog whined miserably, leaning against the wall as if trying to push through.  It watched the man take a rusted fireplace shovel, scoop the mess, then fling it into the yard, cursing as he noticed a bit smeared into the porch boards.  He scraped it onto the shovel's edge, then wiped it off on a hedge's foliage.  Leaning the shovel against the wall for tomorrow, he turned to the dog.
"Some people train their mutts to sit, beg, play dead.  Some even get 'em to be useful—bring in the paper, haul slippers, or maybe even hunt a rabbit.  But what do I get?  I get the dumbest fucking dog in the world.  I get a dog that don't know to shit in the yard when it’s outside!"
He grabbed the cowering dog by the scruff of the neck and half-threw, half-slid it off the porch.  The terrified, confused animal landed on its feet, immediately tucking its tail between its legs.  The man descended the three steps and grabbed the dog by the neck again, dragging it to where he had thrown the mess.
"Here's where you do it, stupid: in the yard, not on my goddamn porch.  You're going to learn it if I have to beat you every day till doomsday."  He stuck the dog's nose squarely into one of the brown balls.  He aimed a kick at its backside.  The dog scampered toward the barn and the box containing her litter of nine-week-old pups, where she would spend half the morning hiding from further fury.
"Dumb bitch," the man concluded.  Seeing the dog run into the barn, he noticed the large door lying on the gravel yard in front of the barn.  He had banged it while towing a trailer; the weak hinges gave, and the wall of wood crashed to the ground.  He was going to have to have some help fixing it, probably that L.T. Brinks.  He was the only rube around who seemed to want any work.  He wondered how much it would cost him as the screen door slammed shut.
The aroma of fresh coffee lured him to the kitchen.  On the way, he paused to straighten a framed photograph on the living room wall of him shaking hands with Lee Iacocca.
Dottie had wanted to move south immediately after his retirement, but he stubbornly refused to leave his native Michigan.  He liked the foothills of Alabama when they visited Dottie's folks, and the climate was better than Michigan's for someone with arthritic bouts.  But giving up his job was like giving up part of his manhood.  He was not ready to give up any more by letting Dottie lead him around by the nose.
It took only one lonely, boring, exceedingly cold winter for Fred Marshall to inform Dottie they should look for a place farther south, maybe in Alabama where property was lower and temperatures higher.
Dottie made moving plans immediately.
An aunt had found Dottie a job at a General Motors tank factory in Michigan during World War II.  Doing her part for the war kept her there beyond the first winter.  Falling in love with Frank, one of the company's mechanical engineers, kept her another year; marriage kept her a lifetime.  Michigan itself held no power over her; she missed the Alabama sunshine, pine forests, and clear spring waters.  She missed the reddish dirt roads of backcountry farmlands and the swelling hills, rising like bubbles frozen just before bursting.  Raised in the old traditions, she believed southern women took care of their men.  Dottie—not always quietly or without complaint—lived in Michigan, only visiting home occasionally until her relatives aged and moved away or died one by one.  When Frank decided to try Alabama, she was elated.  She wished it had been twenty years earlier when her parents were alive, but she made friends quickly, and there was a second cousin or two she could call on once they settled.
Frank sat at a new maple table in the kitchen.  It was small.  It came with only two chairs and spoke volumes about Frank and Dottie's current life.
They had two children: girls.  The oldest became a dental hygienist in Manhattan.  She met and married a young dentist from Maine, who discovered he liked New England a hell of a lot better than New York and moved them to Portland.  They had one child and—except for two Christmases when Dottie and Frank flew to Maine—they hadn't seen their daughter or grandson in fifteen years.
Their youngest, a headstrong girl, went to college but dropped out in the late sixties to become an activist.  Protesting everything but using drugs, she moved to San Francisco and worked as a temporary secretary.  She returned once to see her parents, and they visited her once, but each time the tenseness and aggressiveness led to horrible arguments and bad feelings.
Dottie and Frank had each other.  That was pretty much upon who they could depend.
"I wish you wouldn't beat that poor dog," Dottie said.  "She's going to turn mean.  Besides, she just had her puppies."  She set down a mug of steaming coffee containing one and one-half teaspoons of sugar and about two tablespoons of milk, exactly the way Frank liked it.
"If she doesn't stop shitting on the porch, she's going to get a damned sight more than a beating.  She's going to be dead.  I never saw such a dumb animal," Frank muttered, taking his first sip of coffee.
"I'll tell you something else."  Frank grimaced, burning his tongue on the hot coffee.  "I know the cur that knocked her up.  It had to be that wiry-haired, gray mutt that hangs around.  Look at those puppies.  It couldn't be any other dog.  If I catch that mangy son of a bitch, I'm going to fix his butt, but good."
Dottie knew better than to interrupt during one of Frank’s rants.  She also knew he would be off on an entirely different subject in five minutes, the dogs forgotten.  "Yes, dear."
"Got to go find some help for the barn door today.  Guess we'll wind up paying twice what it’s worth and get a half-ass job.  I don't know why nobody wants to work around here."
After a moment, Frank quit harping and settled into reading the latest issue of Sports Illustrated.
Outside, a curly, gray-haired dog emerged from behind the barn.  Walking jauntily across the yard, it stopped to smell a piece of its own feces; the man had flung from the porch, then disappeared inside the barn to lay next to his friend.  The gray dog didn't like the man very much.  The dog next to him whined softly when the man came outside and got into his truck.


SEVEN

Ben E. Huggins locked up the Nolan Feed Store after Mr. Marshall bought one hundred pounds of chicken feed and two hundred pounds of the half-price sheep manure.  Marshall also asked Ben E. to find L.T. Brinks and see if Mr. Brinks would be kind enough to look at a barn door needing repairs.
Marshall didn't care much for Huggins or Brinks, but, with a bad back, he needed cheap help to lift the occasional item at home.  Huggins could usually be found at Nolan's on weekday afternoons, but Brinks might be working handyman jobs anywhere in the county.
He might have been, but usually, he wasn't, at least not in the afternoons.  Ben E. always seemed to know where to find him.
After Marshall left, Ben E. crossed the road, gave Two the key, and left for the day.
Huggins drove his four-year-old Toyota long bed east along County Road 55, crossed Little River Bridge, then turned off and followed a track south.  Not much more than a narrow, packed earth track ran along the foot of King's Mountain to the left and the rain-swollen Little River on the right.  It took Ben E. half an hour to drive eight miles to where Sometimes Creek flowed into Little River.  It took another ten minutes to bump his way along Sometime Creek.  The trail there was created by him and L.T.’s trucks.
Ben E. parked behind his partner's Jeep Cherokee, looked around cautiously, then nearly jogged across their homemade, pine-log bridge.
Ben E. went a hundred yards up the north end of Miracle Mountain and stopped.  He cupped his mouth and hooted like an owl.  At least it was supposed to sound like an owl.  It sounded like somebody saying, "Who, who, WHO," in lingering howls.  The hoot was the signal he and L.T. created to announce their arrival at their enterprise zone.
Poor an imitation of an owl as it was, it found its mate.  An even less authentic, "Hoot-hoot-Hooter," answered.
Ben E. followed a trail up the gentle slope.  As the ground leveled, he saw L.T. filling bottles with clear corn liquor.  Corking and wrapping each in a sheet of newspaper, he placed them gently in a carton.
L.T. grinned conspiratorially.  "What's up?  Thought you weren't coming out today."
"That Mr. Marshall wants us to come and fix his barn door.  Said he'd pay extra if we came right on out," Ben E. answered, sitting on a stump beside his partner.
"Barndoor?  Hmmm."  L.T. stopped working long enough to screw up his face and squint past Huggins.  "Well, the still is almost drained anyway.  Let's put the fire out and come back tomorrow.  We'll start a new batch and play some cards while we're waiting."
They arrived at Marshall's house with just enough evening light left to assess the barn.
Marshall was in a more unpleasant mood than usual.  He had been towing a trailer with his new John Deere mini-tractor.  The corner of the trailer struck the door by an old hinge and knocked it down.  It lay, out of place, on the ground.  Chickens walked over and around it, pecking and excreting.
L.T.'s daddy, Henry, earned a foreman's job at the H&F Construction Company in Anniston just by showing up to work most days.  When Henry's father died, leaving him the farm, Henry Brinks quit his foreman's job and came running home to the ancestral two hundred acres.  He retained enough experience in construction to teach L.T. how to hold a hammer, as well as the key to success in the construction business—be shrewd.
By silent observation of his old boss at H&F, Henry had learned the art of shrewd dealing.  He taught his son to screw up his face, squint while walking around a project, pausing every few paces to say, “Hmmmmm,” or, “Ah,” or, “Don’t know about that.”  Then he would mark on a sheet, drawing and figuring, then give the customer an estimate.  L.T. took the message to heart and employed his father’s tactics on all his handyman jobs.
He demonstrated his shrewd demeanor as he walked around Marshall's fallen door.  Replacing the door was a bigger job than usual and required an extra measure of shrewdness.  He was walking around the door for the third time when Marshall interrupted.
"What in the world are you doing, L.T?" Marshall asked.  "I don't want you to build the Eiffel-fucking-Tower; all I want you to do is nail the damned door back."
"Yes, sir, Mr. Marshall."  L.T. never cared much for Marshall, and if he were not more polite, the old Yankee bastard would wind up fixing the barndoor himself.  "It's gonna take some pulleys to get it up in place, and a couple of strong backs to hold it still while I re-hang it."  He cleared his throat with a long hawk and spat a gooey wad to the ground.  A chicken ran over, pecking gleefully.
"Well, how much?" Marshall wanted to know.
L.T. was still squinting at the door.  "Fifty dollars," he said, then added, "plus parts."
Marshall was accustomed to paying fifty dollars for an estimate in Detroit, but he was nothing if not thrifty.  "Fifty dollars!  Brinks, are you taking advantage of the newcomer?  You know that job's not worth fifty dollars."
"That's what it’s worth to me, Mr. Marshall.  I don't know what it’s worth to you," L.T. said, enjoying the upper hand.
The next day they finished the job in less than two hours.  L.T. helped Ben E. take care of some loose ends at Two's, then drove to their still.
They played gin, sampled moonshine, and swapped lies about everything from women to money.  Ben E. thought he heard someone coming through the woods.  Shushing L.T., he peered hard into the forest.  He smelled the slightest scent of sulfur.


Sulfuric rain drove her pack into a cave—where a young male coupled with her mother against the back wall.  The young, female howler sat on her haunches, toughing the rock floor with hand-like paws.  Hearing the male’s grunts, she stole a glance at her mother.  Jaws clenched, crouched on all fours; her mother steadied herself as the larger male clasped her from behind.  His eyes were glazed slits.  A single strand of saliva drooled from his half-opened muzzle.
The young female snapped her head around at a low growl.  The pack's alpha male moved toward the cave opening.
Sensing a fight, she lay down—ready to submit—but the dominant male was not there to mate with her mother.  He growled a command and moved closer toward the entrance.
The mating ended as soon as the male could withdraw, and the pack loped from the cave.  She fell in beside her mother.
Moving through dusky light, they sometimes stretched their lupine forms, running flat-out on all fours, then slowed down, trotting on hind legs, heads raised sniffing for prey.
Though only half-grown, she easily kept pace with the pack.
A distant volcano made the horizon pulse a dirty rose color.  To their left, a thousand-foot chasm waited across parched, lifeless soil.  Above, beyond hellish clouds, an invisible moon floated—unseen, but not unfelt.  The pack members felt the moon in their blood tides.  The invisible moon beckoned, and they answered, howling on the run.
The pack turned upstream at a yellowish river and came to a lichen field.  Each member moved among somber-colored, low growths, sniffing for one to eat.
Though poison, certain varieties of lichen were not lethal and instead induced pleasure.  When the blood tides answered the moon's summons, they could not deny the primal urge.
Her mother found the unique plants, pulled a tuft from the ground with hand-like paws, sniffed it carefully, then ingested the fungi.  A moment later, her mother leaned forward, whimpered, vomited, then lay on her side, breathing hard.
She lowered herself to all fours, sniffing her mother's mouth, nudging with her nose.
Another moment passed, and her mother's eyes snapped open.  She sat up, then rose to full height.  Glassy eyes stared upward.  She howled into the strange night.
Not far away, another pack member, having found the moon poison, threw back its head and joined in.  The howls made her shiver with delight.  Irresistibly, she joined her mother in the demonic symphony.
Caught in the ecstasy of the moon tides, they had lingered too long.  The flying creatures swooped from the clouds.
Still trapped in the excitement of the moon-tide howl, she opened her eyes in time to see her mother's head ripped away by two leathery-winged nightmares streaking past.
She saw each pack member gripped in a life-or-death battle.  Suddenly, two golden-eyed flyers soared at her.
She fled.  Running at top speed, whimpering, not daring a backward glance, she pounded, nearly pulling the ground past.  Skidding around a boulder, she turned away from the river.  She no longer heard the flyers' wings beating the air, but fear drove her forward.
She did not realize she had followed one of the ancient paths.  She did not see the small, glowing, star-like light suspended where her path crossed another of the same kind.  She only realized where she was as she crossed the intersecting paths.  She felt a strange tingle.  Her vision went white.  She fell four feet, thudding to the ground.  She rolled over, moved into a crouch, and growled menacingly.
Confused, exhausted, she tested the air for predators and her pack but found only scents of small meat animals. She leaned back against a thick pine, panting.
When her breathing slowed, she tested the air again, hoping to find the pack.  Sensing water to the north, she walked down the long slope, smelling new scents of an abundance of small meat animals.  She moved toward the smell of water, keen senses homing in on what was becoming an incredible amount of prey.
A stiff breeze made the tall trees sway.  The steep slope began to level as the lost creature moved along the ridgeline.
She surprised a rabbit.  Both froze for an instant.  The frightened rabbit darted into the undergrowth and vanished into the trees ahead.  The chase was on.
She slowed, waited a moment to see if she could pick up the animal's scent, but the wind was wrong, so she continued toward the water.
A squirrel leaped across her path, darted up a tree, chattering angrily at her from a safe height. She thought about climbing after it but decided it was too quick.
The wind shifted, making it hard to smell what was ahead.  She went slowly, cautious of scaring a potential meal or running into waiting predators.
A rabbit, maybe the same one, bolted to her right. She gave chase down the slope.
Near the water, oaks and elms mixed with pines and wild shrubs cluttered the forest floor.  The rabbit wove sweeping arcs and shot through thick bushes.
She gave chase instinctively.
Tearing through the shrubs, she burst into a foul-smelling clearing occupied by two creatures her size.  One sat on a stump to her left; the other held a long stick.
A visceral growl escaped her clenched teeth.

***

L.T. needed only one card.  Either the ten of hearts—to finish a four-card run—or a jack of diamonds or clubs, which would give him three of a kind.  He was impatient to draw one or the other so he could gin and bring himself back even with Ben E.  He didn't like losing, especially to Ben E., whom he considered his intellectual inferior.
L.T. drew an ace and tried to remember if his opponent was saving them.  Ben E. rose from his seat and stared into the woods.
"Hear that?" he asked, scanning the trees.  "Sounds like somebody's in there."
"I didn't hear nothing," L.T. said, discarding the ace of clubs.  "Are you gonna play or what?"
“Damn.  Smells like rotten eggs somewhere.”  Ben E. glanced at the discard pile, picked up the ace, then looked back into the woods.  "Gin!" he said, putting a card facedown on the pile, laying out his hand.
"Gawddamn it!  You distracted me with that 'Did you hear that' stuff.  I'm not gonna-- "
Ben E. stood fully erect, hushing him.  "Somebody's coming."  He walked over to a wooden shed by the still and extracted a rusty but functional double-barrel twelve-gauge.  He broke it open, glanced at the two shells, closed the breach, and spun toward the sound.
Everything happened too fast.
A creature—part ape, part wolf—burst into the clearing.  It paused, growled fiercely, then turned and smashed L.T.'s head.
The attack came with such speed L.T. only had time to lock an expression of disbelief on his face before thick claws savagely ripped it half off.  The creature was on L.T. again before he hit the ground, mauling his head with blurred speed.
Ben E. moaned and tried to raise the gun with arms that felt like they were moving through molasses.  Before the weapon reached the correct firing position, the creature whirled and charged.
Pulling the triggers, Ben E. saw large, yawning jaws lined with terrifying teeth.
The gun blast halted the beast's onslaught in what seemed a physical stutter.  The gaping jaws snapped once then opened wide as it launched itself the final feet toward its prey.
The last thing Ben E. saw was the creature, one hand over a gaping wound in its abdomen, the other bringing the killer claws toward his skull in a lethal arc.  In that instant, he realized the thing about to kill him was female.
She sat whining beside the dead body, insides burning, blood seeping heavily from the wound.  Thirsty, she rose, doubled with pain, then limped toward the water.
She slipped down the steep bank and slid to the water.  She whimpered weakly and lowered her mouth to slurp a refreshing, quenching drink.  She swallowed then died, falling forward half into the water.  The current slowly tugged the body until the corpse floated along, bumping into tree roots, over and around an occasional large rock.

EIGHT

Royce worked in his vegetable garden until noon.  He stopped for a sandwich and ate slowly in a lawn chair overlooking the garden.  Cotton, corn, and peas grew in the big field in earlier years; now, it was just weeds.  Royce was in excellent shape for sixty-seven years but not great enough to tend eighty acres without a tractor.  As Biggs Family Farms Incorporated took over farming, there was little profit for small farmers.  Other than the garden he enjoyed, Royce was never much of a farmer anyway.
The youngest of five sons, he worked the family farm until receiving a college scholarship.  The first in his family to attend a university, he owed his escape from farm life to an exceptional teacher who cajoled and convinced him to apply for a scholarship.
Sitting behind the house, watching the matted gray dog sniff before settling beside him, Royce looked beyond the garden.  He stared at Miracle Mountain beyond his field, containing three huge buried stones that breached the earth like gray whales.
Royce worried about many things.  Abnormal weather patterns, like storms intensifying into summer and not letting up after the usual spring rains.  Tide reports in the newspaper were out of kilter with the Farmer's Almanac.  The moon seemed larger, brighter, when not shrouded by clouds.  Mostly he worried about what he had learned in England.  The knowledge that locked him to this particular patch of planet: waiting, watching.  He wondered if—even hoped—he had wasted his life, a pointless sentinel.  Lately, from down deep, the feeling grew that he had not.
After graduation, Royce enlisted before the US entering World War II.  Two different and unusual talents landed him one of the war’s strangest posts.  After officers’ candidate school, Royce joined G-2, the intelligence section of the Second Army.  His commanding officer discovered his first talent in short order.
Royce looked at terrain maps on an intuitive level, feeling it if some natural formation on the map was wrong: a peculiar finger of a mountain, an unlikely twist in a river.  It was a small thing, but enough to have him assigned to the unit's cartography section.  He quickly became an expert in examining aerial photography.  His other talent, the one leading to his bizarre assignment, manifested after the unit transferred to England.
Royce became friends with the owner of a small pub near his base.  One night while closing, the old man bemoaned one of his late wife's peculiarities—she buried money.
Ever since the Great Depression, she had saved away a little something.  She would put it in tins, and, in the middle of the night, she would steal behind the pub and bury them with a post-hole digger.
The widower knew there was not much money—probably no more than fifteen or twenty pounds—but it seemed a shame to let it go to waste under the soil.  On the other hand, he didn't want to dig up the entire backyard looking for four or five tins of money.
Why he confided in the young American was a mystery, but Royce offered a solution.  Royce’s father had taught him to water witch: to dowse or divine the location of water using a forked willow branch.  Royce had more than caught onto the technique.  It was as if he were born to it, as many around Piedmont claimed the Masons were.  Before he turned fourteen, Royce was the first one called when a well went dry or someone needed to locate an underground spring.  He quickly learned the willow itself held no power.  It was only an antenna, amplifying signals received by whatever part of the brain participated in the event.
Royce read a great deal about water witching.  Eighty percent of everyone ever tested possessed some ability to sense water—among other things.  His research was years after the war.  When he was young, anyone admitting to divining might as well admit to witchcraft.  At college, he learned not to speak of it to those who had no experience with it.
Royce offered to help the pub owner on the condition the pub owner did not tell anyone.  The man happily agreed and offered Royce 10 percent of whatever they recovered.
The next night, after the pub closed, Royce went to work.  Using L-shaped copper wires held in front like a two-gunned cowboy, he moved about the small yard slowly, the twenty-four inches of extended wire floating parallel to the ground.
Walking around the yard's perimeter, he imagined tin boxes.  Two minutes later, the wire rods, in tandem, pointed off to his right.  Royce aligned himself and slowly walked until the wires moved in unison toward his left.  He readjusted, took a step, and the wires slowly crossed one another, forming an 'X.'
He marked the spot in the garden with the heel of his boot.  "Dig here," he said before starting again.
Royce marked four spots, then helped the widower dig up the last two.  The first three were right on the money, rendering tins containing twenty-five pounds in coins and small bills.  The last one added another twenty-one pounds.  The widower was so pleased; he didn't mind when Royce made a final scan and announced there weren't anymore.
The next night, unable to contain the fantastic tale, the pub owner told a young British intelligence officer.  Royce found himself in his colonel's office the following day, explaining what he did and how he did it.
The colonel listened intently, then dismissed the young lieutenant with no explanation for their meeting.
Orders arrived for Royce to report for testing at a British Intelligence base.  Three days later, he found himself reassigned to a special unit in the town of Glastonbury in southwest England.
Known officially as the Extremely Long Range Reconnaissance Team, the select unit consisted of him and a middle-aged Irish couple, Thomas and Peg Brennan.  They taught Royce the art of map dowsing, locating objects or people by divining over a map.
The team spent the rest of the war map-dowsing.  The team of three handled requests to pinpoint locations for everything from secret, German V-3 super cannons, to stolen art treasures, to German scientists fleeing the Russians.
After the war, Royce was to return home for discharge.  Before leaving Glastonbury, the Brennans took him to meet an elderly priest.  Father McGuire introduced Royce to the fantastic truth.  Royce never forgot any of the night's conversation.  He stayed for three years, studying with the Brennans.  By the time he returned to the United States, he firmly believed what he had learned that rainy evening under St. Michael's portrait was the absolute truth.
Royce was thirty years old when he stepped off the Trailways bus at Baker's Cafe and Texaco.
He felt it immediately.  He had known he would.  His training in Ireland and England taught him much about standing stones and earthen mounds.  Piedmont, as the Brennans had suspected, nearly vibrated with the magic and power of the stones.  The place called him, irresistible sirens that had locked ten generations of Masons to the stone-age sites.  He felt born to it.
Being the youngest of five never bothered him until his reunion with his parents.  They had aged enormously in his absence.  His father, seventy-four, was crippled with heart disease.  His mother, thin and frail, could hardly keep her breath.  The doctor told him neither could expect improvement.
Royce moved in with his parents and applied for a teaching position at the Piedmont high school.  The English teacher would retire in a year, and Royce would replace her.  In the meantime, the school provided Royce as much substitute teaching and tutoring referrals as they could.
With so much time on his hands, Royce made two or three trips a week to Gadsden's library.  On one of these trips, he met Mary Clements, the assistant librarian.  If she wasn't beautiful, she possessed a clean-cut, wholesome attractiveness, an alert mind, and quiet self-confidence.
They exchanged whispers in the library for a month before Royce worked up the courage to ask her out.  He did not date much, and though he was four years older than Mary, she was more experienced in the arena of courtship.  It only took one date for Royce to know she was the one.
Mary was not so sure.  Not the least bit coy, she kept their relationship at an even tempo.  Mary had no desire to rush into a hasty marriage.  It was after Royce finished his second full-time term teaching that she became his June bride.
Their one serious disagreement came when they discussed their future.  Mary wanted Royce to move to Gadsden.  He could find a teaching job there easier than she could become a librarian in Piedmont.  She reasoned Gadsden was a larger town with more to offer.
Since returning, Royce had spent many hours at Medicine Mound—the barrow on Miracle Mountain—and lesser Neolithic Indian sites.  His dowsing abilities had quadrupled in England, and he quickly felt the power surge around the five standing stones.  He could close his eyes and 'see' glowing, magenta threads of power flowing into the four outer stones.  They formed a web-like net at the stone's base; the energy flowed upward, gradually turning a deep purple halfway, then changing again to a bright cyan at the top of the stone.  The net glowed a moment, then—at regular cycles—a thick spark of energy arced to the center stone.  A moment later, a bolt streaked directly toward the barrow on Miracle Mountain.  This was a powerful place in the scope of the network.  The earliest tribes of Indians knew it, the Brennans knew it, and now Royce knew it.  He could not leave.  He had to live here, preparing for the day something might happen, praying nothing would.
Royce wrestled with the decision to tell her why he must stay in Piedmont.  On the one hand, he was afraid she would think him a lunatic and walk out of his life.  On the other, they were marrying, becoming one.  He could not turn his back on his responsibility to watch the stones, but it was unfair to marry without her knowing the truth.
Finally, after reaching a decision one night, he arrived at her door carrying a stack of books two feet high.  She let him into her apartment and helped him with the books.
"What's all this?" she questioned.  One of the things that brought them together was a love of and interest in books.  Many of the books Royce requested her to order were esoteric.  When she asked about them, he always said he was just interested in lots of things.
Royce put the books down.  "These," he said, "hopefully will explain why I need to stay in Piedmont."
The first book he picked up was a King James edition of the Bible.  "Mary, do you trust me?"
"Of course, you know I do," she answered, taken aback.
"What I have to say is fantastic.  If you think I am a madman, I'll leave.  All I ask is you accept what I say and let me finish."
"You're not going to reveal you're the leader of a satanic cult, are you?" she teased.
It took Royce four hours to tell his incredible tale, showing page after page, testifying to his sanity.
When he finished, Royce told her he loved her more than anything else, wanted desperately to marry and spend the rest of his life with her, but she had to know the forces governing his life.
Mary remained calm throughout the ordeal, revealing nothing.  Royce provided evidence and logic to support his assertions.  She told him she needed a week to think about it.
It was her turn to wrestle with a decision.  When the week ended, a timid-voiced Royce called.  He was desperately afraid of losing her.
Mary, in her calm way, was deeply in love with Royce. She knew Royce was not crazy and that he believed everything he told her to be absolute truth.  Not being a dowser, there was no way he could share the 'psychical' proof with her.  Mary also understood the risk Royce took with their relationship.  He had done it so she would know the truth and could make her decision in an honest, clean fashion.  She thought about nothing else during the week.  When he called, all she said was, "Where will we live in Piedmont?"
When Royce's parents died, he and his brothers sold the farm.  It was enough to make a reasonable down payment on a small, brick home overlooking a beautiful stream outside the town limits.  There was enough left over to set Mary up in a small gift and book store on Main Street, between a beauty parlor and the savings and loan on the corner.
They lived a normal life.  Other than frequent trips to local stones and sites or short expeditions to find new ones, Royce never again burdened her with his story.  Neither expected anything to come of it, but Royce never relaxed his study or vigilance.
Life was good until 1969 when Mary developed leukemia.  Their doctor told them Piedmont did not have facilities to provide adequate treatment.  They would need to put her in Gadsden Baptist when she required hospitalization.  It was a horrible disease.  Mary fought valiantly, staying cheerful to the end, but died in July of 1972 with Royce at her bedside, holding her hand.  He realized what day it was.  Through streaming tears and quaking voice, he whispered into her unhearing ear, "It's the Fourth of July, Independence Day."
She had gained independence from the cruel disease.
The treatments took their toll on Royce, emotionally and financially.  Insurance paid a good part of the cost, but the balance exhausted their small savings almost immediately.  First, Royce sold Mary's store.  He held onto their home in the face of mounting debt because Mary loved it.  He sold it after her death to pay bills.
When Royce wrote the last check, his bank balance was less than twenty dollars.
One of his closest and oldest friends—Ruby Knighten—came to the rescue.  She owned eighty acres just north of her farm.  It wasn't much, but she offered to sell it for two thousand dollars—a ridiculously low amount—and let him pay it over five years.  He refused.  Ruby assailed him with her offer, and the small house was close to Medicine Mound.  He reluctantly accepted, but, at his insistence, he paid double her asking price.
A storm rolled in from the northeast.  A stiff breeze sprang up as the clouds blotted out the afternoon sun.  Royce had dozed off, something he did more often as time marched along.  Last Sunday's Atlanta Journal lay across his lap, held with one hand as he slept.  The wind rippled the pages, waking him.
Removing his glasses, he rubbed sleep from his eyes.  The clouds preceding yet another late storm were among the bad signs.  He needed to talk to Ruby, tell her at least some of this—just in case.
The gray dog loped in.  Royce enjoyed watching the dog run with total abandonment.  Three years ago, Royce opened the back door, and there he was.  Cold, shivering, loaded with blood-filled ticks.  It looked like he had not eaten in a week.
Always the sucker for sick animals, Royce fed the dog, then gave it three baths to remove the ticks.  Afterward, he sheared the dog's matted, taupe fur to the skin.  If the dog looked thin before, it looked emaciated without fur.  The animal was stoic the whole time, tolerating gross unpleasantness as if it knew it had to be done.  Royce was prepared for the dog to snap.  It did nothing more than look at him with sad, almond-colored eyes.  When it first appeared, the dog’s hair—matted in lumps—was long and curly.  Royce thought it was a sheepdog.  Once he removed the hair, Royce thought it was some kind of terrier.  As the hair grew back, Royce came to enjoy the dog's company.  Fortunately, this happened before Ruby told him what it was.
Ruby stopped by with two loaves of homemade bread.  The dog ran out to meet her as she stepped from her pickup.  She shooed the friendly thing away.  "Don't jump on me, you bag of bones."  She shifted the bread to one hand and rubbed the dog behind the ear.
Royce stuck his head out the front door.  Seeing fresh-baked bread, he called, "Ruby, you shouldn't have!  But I'm glad you did.  You make the best bread in the state."  He meant it.
"I just bring it here 'cause no one else will eat it without ruining it with store-bought jelly."  She stopped to appraise the dog.  "Where did you get the dog?"
"He showed up on my doorstep last week.  He was pretty sick, but he's better now.  He’s eating and gaining weight."
The dog sat, shifting his eyes back and forth from Ruby to the bread.
"Looks like he's got good taste anyway."  She laughed.  "What's his name?"
"Don't know, haven't thought much about it.  What do you think would be a good name for a terrier?"
"What difference does that make?  This dog ain't never been near a terrier, let alone have any terrier blood in it."  Ruby handed the bread to Royce.
The dog licked his chops, his head following the bread like a radar dish.
"Ruby Knighten, canine-expert extraordinaire, just what kind of dog is it then?" Royce joked, interested.
"Why, Royce, I never knew a man who took up with a poodle before."
Royce knew as much about hounds as the next man, and in north Alabama, that was a considerable sum.  The only poodles he had ever seen were yappy little things women carried around like furry purses.
"You're teasing," he said, eyeing the dog suspiciously.  Then reaching down to scratch its head, "You're not some dandified poodle, are you, boy?"
"Well, you might not think he is, and he might not think he is, but look at his nose and the bow in his back legs.  Look at the way there are two layers of hair.  He's a poodle, all right.  Dandified, I doubt, but a poodle.  A standard, that's why he's so big.  I suspect he's full-blooded, worth a few hundred dollars to those who like such animals."
The dog proved a good companion.  Within a few months, the dog tipped the scales at over one hundred pounds and was as healthy as any animal Royce ever saw.  It followed Royce during the day.  Eventually, when Royce let him in the house, he lay at his bedside in the evenings.  Royce never felt he owned the dog, but he never allowed the dog to feel it owned the house.  The two became more companions than dog and master.
Watching the dog bound across the field, running flat-out, then bouncing through taller weeds, reminded Royce of the time he named him.  They were taking a hike to Medicine Pond.  A rabbit bolted, and the dog tore after it with quick, stiff-legged bounces, reminding Royce of a Pogo stick.  Royce started calling the dog Pogo.
Pogo—a hundred yards from the house—stopped his mad dash to sit and chew something annoying his hindquarters.
Royce heard a truck engine gun and grinding gears.  He stood and walked around to the front yard.
Buster Knighten, Ruby's eighteen-year-old grandson, leaned out of the dump truck's cab as Royce rounded the corner.
"Grandma wants you to come help with something," he said, pulling back in the cab, the message delivered.
Royce smelled an overdose of English Leather aftershave.  He knew Buster was dating Janet Baker and hoped she liked the scent since Buster had apparently bathed in it.
"Anything wrong?" Royce asked, looking into the truck.
The boy looked in the side mirror, brushed the long hair out of his face, and said, "Nah, I don't think so.  Pop sent me down to take some mail-order stuff.  She had been out picking plants.  You know how she is.  Anyway, Mr. Mason, I gotta go, if it's okay.  She said she'd appreciate you coming down."  The boy gunned the motor, ground the gears, and the truck lurched rearward.  He pushed in the clutch, tried it again with more success, and backed onto the road.  He ground the gears, found first, then waved as he moved up the road.
Royce climbed into his pickup.  Pogo jumped in the back, and they headed to Ruby's.  Buster sounded as if Ruby was all right, but she was not one to ask idly for help.


Ruby Knighten cried at her kitchen table, a forgotten mug on a checkered tablecloth.
She did not cry for herself.  She had no real reason to cry for herself since her husband, Clyde Knighten, ran off in 1959 with the town hairdresser.  He left her with two teenage children, a run-down, mortgaged farm, and a busted-up flatbed truck.  She nearly killed herself with worry, but she was a strong woman, and by God, she handled things.  The kids didn't always have the latest fashions or many store-bought trinkets, but they had healthy food, clean clothes, firm discipline, and plenty of love.
Ruby wasn't crying for her kids.  Irene was the best daughter a mother could want.  Irene worked in Gadsden for a lawyer, had a terrific husband, and a daughter of her own.  Full as her life was, Irene still spent time with Ruby, gossiping, helping in the kitchen, and learning the never-ending lore of the wise-woman, a healer.  Ruby’s son Harley, on the other hand, could have stood some crying over.  Harley followed his father's business footsteps: trucking.  He currently owned a fleet of seven vehicles, making him the local king of hauling and dumping.  Ruby was proud of his success, but like his father, her grandson believed all was fair in business.  He would scheme relatives out of money as soon as he would a stranger.  Harley had two good boys who received very little of their daddy's attention.  He hardly ever visited except for holidays or special events.
Ruby cried over a character in a book, a Russian lady remembering her childhood before the revolution.  Ruby placed the thick paperback on the table.  She loved a good cry over a book; it worked out many emotions, and nobody really suffered.  Ruby wiped her eyes, blew her nose, and tossed the used tissue into the trashcan.  She rose and stood in the doorway, in the morning sun.  She took a deep breath, pushed back a loose strand of silver-streaked hair, and planned her day.
A four-wheeler Honda sat outside.  Harley had given it to his mother two Christmases ago after she commented that the distance to the river was too much for her old legs.  Medicinal herbs grew in the woods near the river, and except in winter, she made the trip once a week.  She always made a shopping list before going into nature's grocery store to harvest familiar plants while keeping a sharp eye out for new, useful species.
Initially, she resisted the buzz-saw sound of the four-wheel motorcycle, but once Harley showed her how easy it was to start and operate, she rode it when she wasn’t up to trekking through the wooded hills.  This day was beautiful, so she decided to walk.
She took a stripped hickory walking stick from behind the door.  Her grandson had carved some decorations on it several years ago.  She shouldered a knapsack containing her tools and set out.
It took two hours of leisurely walking—stopping to examine plants of interest along the way—to reach Rocky Beach.
Rocky Beach was a bend in the Tallahega River.  The current rounding the curve had carved a crescent shore with a base of smooth gravel.  When the river was low, it made a pleasant place to sit.  When it was up, the beach was underneath four to five feet of water.
The river straightened south of Rocky Beach and flowed southeastward between two steep hills, cutting a gorge.  Though it was a section of the Tallahega, the rock-walled ravine was locally named Little River Gorge.
Ruby picked her way along the narrow ledge through the steep little valley.  Oaks, elms, and pines mixed, forming a colander roof, sprinkling the forest floor with shafts of sunlight.  She headed to a patch of mint for her final stop.
Halfway there, she saw something.  A tree on the opposite bank—root structure washed away—had fallen along the river's shore.  Some branches hung into the water.  A body, caught on a limb, floated back and forth as the river tried to free it.
Ruby froze, hand rising to a surprised mouth.  She stared, trying to see if it was a man or woman, a child, or an adult.  Only part of the facedown body broached the muddy waters.  It looked as if it had been in the river for a while.  Bobbing and drifting in deeply shadowed light, she could not be more definite.  As it bobbed and rolled, she thought she was mistaken.  Maybe it was a bloated animal.  The limbs made it clear it was no calf or dog.
There was no way to reach the opposite shore without help.
Moving as fast as she could with the full knapsack and using the walking stick, she reached her house in forty minutes.  Her grandson Buster was dropping off some packages, so she sent him to Royce's, then began preparations to return to the river.
When Royce arrived, Ruby told him what she had seen in the river.  They mounted the four-wheeler, Ruby pushed the electric ignition, and the Honda cranked to life.  "Hold on," she said, putting the bike in gear.
The basket across the handlebars held a small chain saw, a coil of rope, and work gloves.
They left the four-wheeler on the bank above Rocky Beach and walked into Little River Gorge, carrying their equipment.
Downstream from the snagged body, a tall, dead pine tree leaned toward the water.
It took fifteen minutes to bring the pine down with the small saw, but it crashed perfectly across the flowing water.  Moments later, Ruby's saw chewed away impeding limbs, and Royce followed across the river.  Royce walked out on the uprooted tree, looped the rope around the body, pulled the noose tight, moved to the better footing, and, together, they pulled toward shore.
It bumped against the bank, floating facedown in a small inlet out of the tugging current.  They tied the rope to a tree.
Royce leaned over the bank, grabbed the rope with gloved hands, and strained.  He looped the rope under the body's left arm and around its neck.  When the body partially emerged from the muddy waters, Royce and Ruby had their first good look.
Royce dropped the rope.  Jumping back, he exclaimed, "What the hellfire!  Ruby.  I'm too old for this."
Ruby stood speechless, one hand over her surprised mouth, the other pointing at the thing in the water.
Royce recovered first.  "You all right?"
Ruby, eyes wide, mouth still not working, nodded.
"Okay, I don't know what we've got here, but let's get it out of the water.  At least it doesn't smell too awful yet," Royce said, realizing it hadn’t been dead long or it would be more decomposed.
The two of them, Ruby averting her eyes as much as possible, hauled the corpse from the river.  It was stocky, heavy for two old people to lift.  Finally, onshore, on its back, its leathery skin dripping muddy water, Ruby took her first long look.
"Think it's a bigfoot?"  She kept her distance from the creature's body.
Royce didn't answer.  Using a stick, he turned the thing's head, studying it.
"What is it, Royce?"  Ruby edged closer.
"I'm no Charles Darwin, but I believe we are looking at the remains of a werewolf."
Ruby studied the creature more closely.  "You mean to tell me these things have been living in these woods all this time, and nobody ever saw one before?  I don't believe it."  She looked at Royce for a better explanation.
"Neither do I," Royce said as he straightened from his examination.  "Let's get this thing buried, and I'll tell you what I do believe."
Under a darkening sky, Ruby rode back to the house for a pick and shovel.  They dug a shallow grave a short distance from the river to keep it hidden from the other side.  Speaking little until they finished working, they rode back to Ruby's in the last hour of light.
While she fixed sandwiches, Royce began, "Do you know the story of St. George and the Dragon?"
"Sort of," she responded.
"Well, hold on to your britches, Ruby.  I'm going to tell you a strange tale, but you have to trust me."  Royce's pale-blue eyes searched her for a reaction.
"Trust you as much as any man.  Get on with it."
"It was at the end of the war in England.  My Irish partners took me to meet a friend of theirs, a priest, Father McGuire.
"He lived outside this little town.  We went to the priest’s house for dinner.  I'll never forget a word that was said.”



"So good to finally meet you, Mr. Mason.  I've heard much about you.  I feel I already know you."  The priest took Royce's hand in a firm grip.  Royce recognized an Irish accent.  "I'm Father Patrick McGuire."
"How do you do?"  Royce didn't know exactly how to respond.  It was apparent the Brennans had spoken of him to the old priest, but they had neglected to mention the father to him.
The priest served sherry in a large room off the foyer.  They sat in Victorian chairs on a woven rug.  It was quickly evident the Brennans and Father McGuire were old friends.  Royce drifted from their conversation, studying the room.  The walls were dark, polished wood from the chair rail down.  Above the rail, a combination of plaster and beams rose twenty feet to a ceiling crisscrossed with dark, wooden support beams.  Three leaded-glass windows lined the room's front, and a double-wide arch at the opposite end led to a dining room where a table waited, china settings and silverware in place, complete with candles.
Royce's eyes settled on a painting above the fireplace.  Five feet high, nearly seven feet wide, it depicted a knight on a terror-filled charger.  An armored hero leaned down, impaling a horse-size dragon with a long, two-handed sword.  The blade entered the dragon's neck then emerged, bloodied, on the viewer's side of the painting.  The reptilian creature's sharp-toothed mouth snapped, just out of reach of the knight, while its long tail coiled toward the sword.
Royce realized someone was speaking to him.  "What?  I'm sorry.  I was looking at the painting," he said embarrassedly, unsure if it had been the priest or Thomas who addressed him.
The priest responded, "No need to apologize.  We Irish tend toward the windy side.  The painting is St. Michael slaying the last dragon in Somerset.  Legend says it took place here, and the Tor is the dragon's tomb."
The priest studied Royce expectantly.  The young man found the priest's story interesting but thought it odd the Brennans had chosen to introduce him to the priest on one of his last nights in England.  "I've learned Glastonbury has more than its share of legends," Royce said.
"Most legends have a root or two in fact," Thomas Brennan said.  "The good father here is an expert on local history and other related happenings."  Turning to the priest, he said, "Tell him about this place, the hill, Father."
The priest flushed slightly and looked directly into Royce's eyes.  "Do you know how Chalice Hill got its name, Royce?  May I call you Royce?"
"Please do, Father."
Royce continued, "From what I've read, there is a legend the Holy Grail found its way and was buried here after the Crusades."
"There's a little more to it."  The priest smiled, his soft voice filling the quiet room.  "Joseph of Arimathea, Jesus Christ's uncle, was a seafaring tin merchant.  There is a significant body of evidence suggesting that he came here with his uncle when he was ten years old.  Many believe Jesus lived near Glastonbury until he returned to the Middle East with his uncle to begin teaching.  After the crucifixion, Joseph of Arimathea brought the cup here.  The cup had captured some of Christ's blood from the cross.  Knowing its power and fearing its capture- the abbey monks—tossed it down the well into the underground river beneath this hill, hence the name Chalice for the well and hill.
"As an aside, it’s also believed that Joseph stuck his staff into Wearyall Hill, and it grew into a thorn tree.  The holy thorns on these grounds are said to have grown from clippings from the original staff."  The priest finished his story and took a long sip of sherry.
"That's fascinating," Royce said, taken with the story.
Royce spoke little throughout dinner.  The priest explained a few more local legends at Thomas Brennan's request.  After dinner, Father McGuire opened a bottle and carefully poured each a glass of port in the sitting room.  They sat, enjoying the wine's rich dryness until Thomas spoke up.  "It's been an odd evening, eh, lad?"
Before Royce replied, he continued, "Royce, there's much more to what's going on here than meets the eye.  We have a reason for introducing you to the good father.  It seems events force me to spring things before either of us is ready.  In any event, here goes.
"I once asked if you trusted us.  I must ask you to answer that question again."
Royce's confirmation was instant.  "Of course, I trust you, Thomas."
"Not so fast, young Mr. Mason."  The Irishman grinned.  "Last time, it was as simple as hypnotizing you; this time, I'm asking you to trust enough to believe.  To accept what Father and I tell you as true and then, in light of that truth, delay your return to the United States."
Royce thought a moment.  As mysterious as this sounded, he trusted the Brennans.  Besides trusting, Royce liked them.  If this were serious enough for them to ask him to delay his departure for a few days or weeks, he would just have to do it.  "Thomas, you and Peg have been a second family to me.  If there is anything I can do to help, I'm more than willing to try."
"Fair enough, but be warned: some of what we are asking you to accept as truth is fantastic."  Brennan looked toward Father McGuire.  "Well, Father Pat, you may as well begin."
The old priest took a sip of port, dabbed his lips with a napkin, and cleared his throat.  When he spoke, his voice was soft, conspiratorial.  "Somewhere around ten thousand years ago, humans made the greatest single advancement in history.  Until the transition, we were hunter/gatherers, small bands of nomads following food migrations and warm weather, always on the go, constantly traversing unknown territory.  The wandering tribes had time for only one thing: survival."
He paused, looking directly at the young American.  "Royce, how important would it have been to be able to instinctively locate water in a strange land?"
"Very," Royce acknowledged.
"How about being able to sense which direction you were heading, or if some new kind of berry or herb was poison?" Father Pat asked.
"Very," Royce replied again, waiting for the fantastic part of the story.
"Royce, you are a dowser.  You may not understand exactly how you do it, but you appreciate—and certainly don't fear—your ability.  Isn't that so?" the priest queried.
"I've wondered how it works but don't understand exactly what happens.  I don't believe anyone does.  It's kind of like a lightbulb.  There are engineers and scientists who can explain how it works, but no one can really explain why."  Royce paused to gather his thoughts.  "No, I don't fear dowsing, though I've run into some who do."
The father nodded agreement, then continued.  "There's a theory that during this prehistoric time, all hunter/gathers had the ability to—for lack of a better word—dowse.  It wasn't just helpful: it was crucial to survival.  Because their lives were dependent on nature, they virtually became one with it.  This oneness led to a basic understanding of the root of their abilities.
"Then came the most extraordinary transition in man's history.  He changed from hunter/gather—dependent on the whims of nature—to domesticator of animals and cultivator of plants.  He no longer continuously migrated, following game and eating what plants were available; he raised his meat and vegetables.  The bonus to this was that man had a certain amount of leisure time and time for things other than raw survival for the first time in history.  It was natural for families to settle lands with climates best suited to their new purpose.  Soon tribes swelled into clans and communities.  Humans became relatively stagnant, staying on his farms, traveling fixed routes to trading meets.  He no longer needed or used dowsing abilities.  Man’s abilities atrophied like the appendix.
"Today, very few of us call upon our dowsing ability.  When we do, relative to what it must have been like ten thousand years ago, the results are puny.  The point is, every human has a latent ability to dowse, but only a few—throwbacks if you will—manifest the ability.  We four are throwbacks to that prehistoric time."  The priest paused to enjoy a taste of the dark port.
Thomas Brennan stood and took two steps toward Royce.  "Does it make sense, what Father Pat is saying?" he asked.
"I haven't heard it before, but it sounds plausible," Royce answered, then added, "but hardly fantastic."
"That's coming, lad, that's coming," Brennan said, returning to his seat.
The old priest smiled gently as he carefully set his glass on a coaster.  "Put dowsing aside a moment while we explore another bit of prehistory," he said.  "Have you ever studied mythology?"
"Not much, a college course in Greek Mythology," Royce said.
"That's a start," Father Pat continued.  "To get to the crux.  Studying the myths of Earth's cultures reveals many common beliefs.  For example, all societies possess legends of lycanthropes—werewolves—as well as primordial stories of vampirism and," he said, pointing toward the painting of St. Michael, "dragons."
Royce's eyes flicked to the picture, but he said nothing.
"The question is, why did these age-old civilizations, separated by thousands of miles—and in many cases, vast oceans—develop nearly identical myths?"  Father McGuire paused, allowing the implications to sink in before answering his own question.  "The reason," he said solemnly, "is these creatures existed.  Neolithic humans encountered them."
This was fantastic.  Royce didn't know how to react.  He told Brennan he would trust enough to believe, but vampires, werewolves, dragons?  This pushed trust to the limits.  Finally, after a moment's thought, he questioned, "Assuming this is true, where are they now?  Extinct?"
"Good question."  Tom Brennan rejoined the conversation.
Father Pat stood and walked to the painting.  Turning toward Royce, he continued, "No, they are not extinct.  The reason man is not extinct is because we never had to deal with very many.  The few we dealt with were of such strength and power; their legends lasted thousands of years from prehistoric times.  Perhaps man killed some.  Maybe others died natural deaths or of old age after terrorizing regions for years.  We'll never know what happened when they were among us."  He saw Royce's puzzled expression.  "A question?"
Royce cleared his throat.  "Yes, sir.  If man never had to deal with many, how could there have been enough for them to breed and evolve?"
"Well, lad," Brennan answered, "the answer to that question gets to the heart of the matter."
"Do you see the stone in the painting?"  Father McGuire pointed to a standing, gray stone in the painting, chest high to the horse.
Royce nodded.
"Can you make out the symbol carved into it?"
Royce approached the painting.  He saw a spiral of seven concentric layers.  Another straight line with a rounded head pointed toward the center and crossed the spiraling arm.
When Father McGuire was sure Royce had seen the image, he went on, "The answer is they didn't evolve here."
"Then, where?" Royce puzzled incredulously; trust stretched to the breaking point.
"Another world," the priest explained, eyes locked on Royce's.  "This spiral is an aboriginal symbol found throughout the world.  We believe the line through it represents man's journey to this 'land,' or world.  Each arm of the spiral is another world or dimension."
Royce's mind was racing.  'Fantastic' had not prepared him.  It sounded preposterous, but the Brennans, and the priest, were dead earnest.  Stumbling for rational questions, he probed, "Then why aren't any of these creatures recorded in history?  If they came from another world, how did they get here, and why did they stop?"
"Man stopped them.  Remember earlier about the transition from hunter/gatherer?  When man had the time and banded into larger numbers, he was able to take the steps necessary to keep them out," the priest responded.  "Have you ever wondered about the megalithic sites: Stonehenge, New Grange, Carnac in France, barrow mounds like the Tor here, and dolmens all over the world?  Why did men build them?  Who built them?  There is no definitive answer, only educated speculation.  For reasons I will explain later, we believe they tap into Earth's forces, forming a wall or fence, closing the 'gate' between Earth and the other dimensions.  It's interesting to note many of these sites are called 'henges,' an archaic spelling of 'hinge.'  In other words, Stonehenge is, in fact, a stone hinge."
Royce interjected.  "If I'm following you, prehistoric man understood and constructed these stone works to close the doorway between these worlds.  They were successful; the vampires and dragons from this otherworld can't get through.  Assuming it's all true—a huge assumption—what does it have to do with any of us?"
"Because, Royce," Peg Brennan spoke for the first time since the talk had started, "the ancients created a worldwide network using the Earth's power.  Each tribe intended to close their local doors, but so many created structures, the landmasses of the Earth were closed to the crossings from the other world."
"Exactly!" Thomas interrupted.  "The crossings were never frequent.  We believe it has to do with luck and alignment.  Neolithic man studied astronomical alignments for many reasons.  One is their cycles are directly related to the ability of these things to cross over.  The luck is, while legends credit these creatures with savage cunning, strength, and stealth, they rarely demonstrate intelligence.  This suggests they happened to be at the right place at the right time.  The crossings were luck rather than intentional."
"Fine," said Royce, "but that doesn't answer my question: what does all this have to do with us?"
Father Pat moved back to his chair, leaving Royce and Tom by the fireplace under the painting.  He replied, "Man's progress since the turn of the century has demolished much of the megalithic network.  The danger of opening the gate is real.  That's what it has to do with us in general; what it has to do with you specifically is you are a Mason."
"What does that have to do with anything?" Royce asked.
"Quite a lot," the priest answered.  "Do you know the roots of your name?"
Royce thought a moment: of course, he knew.  "A stone worker," he reasoned, surprised at the realization.
"That in itself tells you something, but it's more involved."  The priest warmed to the new subject.  "The name Mason has many derivatives and offshoots: Maison, Masin, Masoun," he spelled each word after pronouncing it, "Mascun, Machoun, Macan.  All of them are derived from the Latin Machina, which means machine.  Next, look at the scraps of pre-Druidic British history, and we learn the word for stone was maa.  One of the meanings of the suffix -son is one who has been instructed and learned.  Another meaning is characterized by the presence, possession, influence, or use of something or quality, in this case, maa, the stones.
"Take your choice, Royce.  A mason is someone who works with stones, the modern interpretation.  Or, from the Latin, one who builds machines: in this case, machines of stone to keep the doors between worlds closed.  Or finally, the oldest, someone who is influenced by or has been instructed in maa, stone, almost literally the son of stone."
Father Pat raised an eyebrow.  "Royce, if genealogy permitted, which it won't, I would wager we could trace your family directly to the men who erected the megalithic sites in England."
Royce sat silently, absorbing the information.  Though strange and unbelievable, it seemed to make sense.
"How are we involved?  We know and understand the situation."  Thomas Brennan spoke.  "As Peg said, the gates were closed on the landmasses, but megalithic man did not have the ability, or need, to seal off the gates in the oceans."
He saw the look on Royce's face.  "Well, why shouldn't there be gates in the seas as well?  The ones in the oceans were never closed.  Consequently, when some land creature from the other world transported to our oceans, it drowned.  If it was a sea creature, it probably lived out its life, perhaps becoming one of a large number of sea-monster sightings.
"The point is, we believe a grand cycle of cosmic alignment is taking place, strengthening the crossings between worlds.  There's an active area near your country, between Florida's coast and Bermuda.  Many mysterious disappearances have occurred there in the last few centuries.
"Those of us with the ability to dowse, to read the stones, and are aware of the truth—and it is the truth—must be ready to do whatever we can in the event of a crossing."  Thomas Brennan was deadly serious as he finished.
Royce thought a moment, then probed.  "You keep referring to 'we.'  Is it we, as in the four of us?  What can we possibly do to stop the crossings everywhere on the globe?"
Tom Brennan smiled.  "Oh goodness yes, not like there's a secret army, but there are others, small groups who know.  There have been since the ancients erected the barriers.  In the Middle East and the Mediterranean, they were called Mystery Schools.  The monks of Tibet preserved the knowledge in the far east, and the alchemists formed societies in Europe.  England formed its secret order called the Masons.  Not the Free Masons of today: a much older group.  Father Pat's order—the Cistercian monks—has been instrumental in passing the knowledge and establishing enclaves all over the world."
"If so many people know, why keep it a secret?  Why not explain the situation openly; then maybe people would stop tearing down sites," Royce urged.
"What would we tell them, lad?  If you build an apartment complex there, you might wake up one morning to find a dragon in your bathtub?  Royce, we only told you because of who you are.  You are born to it; it's in your blood.  I've never seen a dowser with more potential, never."
Royce thought.  He had agreed to trust the Brennans, to try to believe what he heard.  If Royce accepted what he learned as fact, his life would change forever.  He would inherit the awful responsibility as one of mankind's guardians.  Brennan had been right.  It was too fantastic.  Yet, what he learned about the meaning of the Mason name answered many questions he had as a child about his and other family member's dowsing abilities.  Fantastic as it was, the pieces fit.
"What do you want me to do?" he asked, making the commitment that changed his life.
"Stay with us for a while, come back to Ireland, let us teach you signs to watch for, learn how to read the stones, and feel their power."  Tom Brennan paused.  "Then go home.  If your family followed the pattern, they settled in an area important to the network even unknowingly.  Go home, and wait and watch, and hope nothing happens."
Royce considered the standing stones on Medicine Mound and the earthen mound on Miracle Mountain.  "What do we do if something does cross?"
Brennan frowned.  "We don't know, lad.  Hopefully, you'll become attuned to your area and will instinctively, like the men who built it, know how to deal with re-closing the gate."



As Royce finished telling Ruby the story, the storm that threatened since afternoon cut loose.  A few scattered, fat drops plopped loudly; then, the bottom fell out.  It was after 3:00 a.m. when Royce drove home.
Royce rose early, ate a bowl of cereal, and left for Anniston.  A cousin worked at an Army Supply Depot there, and he needed a favor.
He was surprised how readily Ruby had accepted his story.  She didn't think he was crazy.  Ruby didn't know if he was right, but she didn't think him a lunatic.  Her knowledge of American Indian lore made it easier to accept the possibility of Royce's tale. For the time being, she agreed to keep the tale—and werewolf's buried corpse—just between them.
The least of their concerns was the creature's wound.  It looked like a shotgun wound.  If it was, someone else knew about it.

Royce drove toward Anniston, wholly occupied with frightening possibilities.  As he turned on to another highway, he glimpsed a boy hitchhiking on the other side of the road.  Something bothered him about the boy, but it would have to keep.


NINE

The 1984 Cadillac headed east on US Highway 78, bouncing along on worn-out shocks.  Three of four stereo speakers played 'Just a Closer Walk With Thee.'  The car's single occupant determined that he would be at least an hour late even at eighty miles an hour.
A young hitchhiker wagged an eager thumb at the speeding Cadillac.  Normally the driver might have stopped for the redheaded teenager, but today there wasn't time.
The car’s driver, the Reverend J.W. 'Billy' Carlisle, a fighter pilot who had the Jesus scared into him over Korea.  He was one evangelist who took his thirty-seven years of self-ordained ministry seriously.
Cruising along at eighty miles an hour, swinging into the left lane to pass slower traffic, Billy was not only occupied with reaching the church on time but also with a new sermon.  He would preach about money being nothing but paper and ink supported by faith, and if people had as much faith in Jesus as they did in cash, what a world this could be.
Instinctively he focused his attention on the road ahead just in time to see a Ford pickup truck's rear end.  He swerved to the left with fighter-pilot reflexes, passed the car with Texas plates, and pulled back as an oncoming car blared its horn.  He came up behind an eighteen-wheeler, then pulled around to pass.
There was a stupendous roar of thunder.  Billy felt prickly heat.  His vision filled with hundreds of minute flashbulbs going off.  His car seemed to list off the road as it topped a rise then landed with a vicious jolt in the center of what looked like a dust devil from the bowels of hell.
In a moment, the storm cleared, but Billy slammed on his brakes.  The car fishtailed twice before coming to a stop on barren, gray-brown earth.
Billy Carlisle gripped the steering wheel tightly to stop shaking.  After a moment, he opened the door.
A noxious, sulfur odor assailed him.  The sky was dark with thick, roiling, yellow-brown clouds.  The Peterbilt tractor truck he had attempted to pass was burning.  It had rolled up and over a scattering of large stones, flipped over, landed on its side, slid fifty yards, and caught fire.  The front half of the trailer lay detached on its side, spilling corrugated cartons.  The other half of the trailer was nowhere in sight.
Billy moved toward the burning cab to see if he could do anything to help.  He realized there was no road; this was not northern Alabama, and whoever was in the truck didn't have a prayer.
He heard flapping—a clawed foot sunk three talons into his face and head.  Needle-sharp points penetrated two inches beyond his skull.  Another set of claws stabbed through flesh, grabbing his shoulder in an iron grip.  He was dead before the beating wings lifted him into the noxious air.


 TEN

Pete Mason stood along Highway 78, a gym bag by his feet, right arm extended to hitch another ride.  The last one took him five miles to De Armanville, Alabama.  He walked quickly through the tiny town and stuck his thumb out just beyond the city-limits sign.
He had a better chance of finding a ride all the way to Atlanta on Interstate 20, but highway patrol units scrutinized hitchhikers, especially young, potential runaways.
The broad-shouldered, sixteen-year-old was a runaway.  Two months and nearly two thousand miles ago, there seemed no choice.  He could still see the DI's face, inches from his own, popping crimson with rage, spittle flying as he demanded impossible performance from the coppery-haired teenager.
Pete adapted to the barracks life and endured the hazing at Travis Military Academy.  Secretly he began enjoying the structured routine and camaraderie.  He began to think the place might not be all that bad, after all.  But when classes started, it became painfully evident that Pete Mason lacked the fundamentals to keep the academic pace.  Two weeks into the term, four teachers had sent Mason's drill instructor forms instructing extra study.
With four tutorials, Pete's day consisted of waking up at five—an hour ahead of everyone else—study until six, fall out for PT, breakfast, shower, then school until three.  From three to five—free time for the other cadets—Pete spent at extra study for algebra and English.  Between five and six pm was barracks detail, six to seven dinner, and everyday study until lights out at ten.  Mason had no roommate because his fourth tutorial, biology, was from lights-out until eleven.
Before in public school, his grades were always just good enough to stay out of trouble, usually Ds with a sprinkling of Cs.  He never really tried to do better.  When his parents ranted about poor performance, he took solace becaused he passed everything and never really tried.  It never occurred to him that everyone except the worst cases passed in public school.
But at Travis Military Academy, he tried.  Pete made the greatest effort of his life, but things did not become better—they grew worse.  His parents pressured him.  The DI pressured him.  The other students pressured him.  The breaking point came after a night spent under his blanket with a flashlight studying for an English test.  He still made a thirty-five and knew it was the best he could do.
With no other choice, Pete planned his escape.  He had saved his Christmas and birthday money.  It was not much, but it would have to be enough.  He slipped away in the middle of the night.
He planned to work his way from California to Atlanta to visit his best friend.  Plans had already in place for him to visit during summer vacation, so he would time his arrival with the end of school, pretend to call his mother, then spend the summer hanging out with his friend.
But a lot happened in two thousand miles.  His money ran out much faster than expected.  He worked backbreaking jobs when he could find them: a ditch digger in Arizona, a junkyard helper in Abilene.  He had been mugged and robbed in the Dallas Greyhound Bus station's restroom.
Lately, wondering about the wisdom of his plan, Pete thought a lot about going home.  Being alone, almost broke, and unable to trust anyone was not much of an adventure.
Pete didn't want to be a runaway on the road alone.  He knew that much.  But what else was there?  If he went home, he had to face returning to Travis Military Academy, after a grueling session of summer school, with the likely prospect of repeating a grade.  No matter how bad things were on the road, they were not as bad as those prospects.  His decision, regardless of hardships, was to reach Atlanta, then roll with the punches.
An older-model, pickup truck pulled off the road and stopped.  Pete lifted his bag and ran to the passenger side.  The driver leaned over to open the door.
"Where you headed?" the gray-haired driver asked, straightening and motioning the teenager to enter.
"Atlanta," Pete answered, closing the door.
Pete, thankful for the ride, relaxed as he sized up the old man as harmless.
"Can't take you that far.  I can take you to about ten miles this side of Heflin."  The man gave Pete two quick appraising looks.  "Been out there a while, haven't you?  I saw you when I was going the other way this morning."
"Yeah, rides are hard to get here."  Pete yawned as the truck gathered speed.  There was no air conditioning, so Pete opened the window two inches, filling the truck with the sound of rushing air.
The man's blue eyes were so pale they caught Pete's attention.  There was something about those eyes.  Something other than the light color: there was a shape, a twinkle of familiarity.
The man was old; Pete guessed seventy or older.  The driver wore clean but wrinkled khaki work pants and a matching shirt.
The old man kept his eyes on the road.  A half-mile later, the man asked, "Your last name wouldn't happen to be Mason, would it?"
Pete was about to doze off when the sound of his name made him instantly alert.  He wondered how this guy knew; was there some kind of reward out on him or something?
Pete looked at the old man, saw him glancing out of the corner of his eye.  Pete dropped his gaze to the floor.  "No," he lied.
"Oh, I'm sorry.  Where are my manners?  I'm Royce Mason, that's why I asked.  You're the spitting image of one of my cousins, red hair and all."  Royce saw the boy was no longer slouching but sitting straight, ready for trouble.  "So, what's your name?"
"Uh, Pete.  Pete, uh, just Pete," the boy answered, embarrassed, trying to remember if someone said he had relatives in Alabama.  He had never met any of them.  It would be just his luck to be picked up by some do-gooder, old-fart great-uncle or something and have the old wrinkle call his dad.
Royce went on as if not coming up with the last name was the most natural thing in the world.  "He was my oldest brother, died a few years back.  I couldn't make it to the funeral; I felt bad about that.  But he had a good life.  He had two sons and two daughters. Let's see if I can remember: I only met them once, a long time ago.  There was the oldest boy, Russ, then the two girls, Amanda and Allison.  Then the youngest one was named --"
Royce watched the young man as he said the names.  The boy was visibly uncomfortable.  "Tom, that was it.  All Masons through and through."
At his father's name, Pete thought, Shit, this guy is my great-uncle or something.  Great!  Just great!  All I need.  He imagined a scene where his father gave one of his patented telephone tongue-lashings after the FBI dragged him home in handcuffs.
When the young man didn't say anything, Royce continued, "You sure look like a Mason."
He pointed ahead to a combination gas station and cafe.  "I need some fuel for the truck and my stomach.  I'll buy you lunch, so I don't have to eat alone.  Hate to eat alone: you'd be doing me a favor.  What do you say?"
Pete was down to less than ten dollars and ravenous.  "Sure," he said, then added, "Thanks."
They ate without much talk.  The waitress and owner were friendly with Royce.  In the middle of lunch, Royce squinted to see beyond the glare on the window.  Pete finally recognized the eyes.  Though not the same color, they were his own in shape and expression, older for sure, nearly the same.  It made Pete feel weird, but he didn't say anything.
Sitting in the truck while Royce filled the tank, Pete yawned sleepily.  Five minutes after leaving the station, he fell asleep.
When he woke, he was sitting alone in the truck, parked in the shade of a willow tree, the windows down, a breeze blowing through the truck.
He faced a small frame house.  Three wooden steps on concrete blocks led to a screen door.  Farther to the left were the ruins of a wooden corral and a much better kept shed.  Directly in front was a backyard with a large garden.  Beyond the garden, a big field ended at the bottom of a hill dwarfed against a wooded mountain in the distance.
Pete rubbed his face.  He'd fallen asleep.  The old geezer had taken him to Godforsaken Acres.  No doubt the old guy was in there right now, talking to his dad.
Pete got out of the truck, slammed the door, threw his bag over one shoulder, and started for the dirt road, unsure whether to go right or left.
A large, curly-haired dog pranced from behind the house, nose high, sniffing Pete.  It came to him, jumping playfully.
"Get down, you dumb mutt," Pete said, taking a step away from the dog, giving a halfhearted swipe.
"You finally woke up.  You must have been tired, slept three hours."  Royce came from the backyard holding a hoe.
"Where am I?" Pete asked, voice laced with anger and fear.
"Oh, you were sleeping so good, rather than wake you, I just drove to my place.  I hope you don't mind.  I didn't mean any harm.  Besides, when you're ready, I'll take you all the way to Tallapoosa.  That's in Georgia, and a lot farther than you would be if I dropped you off."  Royce's voice was even and calm.
"I'm ready,” Pete said, his voice as steely as he could make it.
"Well, I didn't mean this minute, young fellow.  I thought we'd."
Pete cut Royce off.  "Yeah, you thought all right.  You thought I'd be dumb enough to stay until my dad or mom or the cops showed up.  Well, no."
"Hold on," Royce interrupted.  "How in the world would I know who your father or mother is?  Or why would I get the police in on this?"
"Cut the shit, all right!"  Pete was nervous.
He backed away from the old man.
The dog sat, looking back and forth at them.  "You knew my dad was Tom Mason, and you called him while I was asleep.  They're on their way right now, but they won't find me.  They'll be pissed as hell because they came this far for nothing."
Royce chuckled. "Well, I guess you got it all figured out.  Except there's a couple of holes in your story: want to hear them?"
The boy's answer was a sullen glare.
"I'll tell you anyway.  First, you are right about one thing.  I figured you were a Mason.  I didn't know which one of Jordan's sons is your father, but you look so much like your granddaddy; there is no mistaking you as kin.  Second, I haven't called anybody from here.  If you'll notice, there's no phone line.  And three, you aren't old enough to be out of school; school's in session in most places.  Now, I'm not Sherlock Holmes, but it doesn't take a detective to figure you for a runaway.
"If I was going to call your parents, which I haven't, or turn you over to the police, which I'm not, don't you think I would have enough sense to drive you to the sheriff's office while you slept?"
"Well, you could've . . ."
Royce cut him off sharply, calm but no longer smiling.  "Could've done anything I wanted, but I didn't.  That ought to earn me some trust.  I said I'd take you to Tallapoosa, and I will.  You're road tired and can use some rest.  I'm not going to turn you in. I can't say how your dad turned out, but around here, Masons take care of their own."
Royce watched the boy trying to decide what to do, then added, "Well, what do you say?  Have a little peace around here.  You can get some good food and rest.  Then, when you're ready, I'll take you over to Tallapoosa.  Hell, I'll take you to Atlanta if you treat the dog and me civilly."
Pete thought about what the old guy said.  He could have done pretty much whatever he'd wanted while Pete slept -- but he hadn't.  Pete was road-weary, and the ride to Atlanta sounded good.
More on impulse than logic, he answered, "Deal.  If you pay me a little something, I'll help out a couple of days."
"Deal."  Royce stuck his hand out, and Pete stepped forward to take it.  Wagging the stub of his tail, Pogo watched the boy.
In the evening, Royce helped Pete cook hamburgers on a crusty grill.  Royce cut cheese, onion, tomatoes, and thick pieces of homemade bread for buns.  They ate in lawn chairs.  The vanishing sun let a dark shadow-line creep up Miracle Mountain until one last horizontal strip narrowed to a slit of light that winked out, and it was night.
After dinner, Royce showed Pete arrowheads and other artifacts collected over the years.  As the beautifully chipped pieces were handed to him, he began to admire them despite himself.
Royce Mason was turning out to be an okay dude.  He had not called Pete's parents or turned him in.  Even more surprising, he had not so much as asked Pete why he left home, what his plans were, or if he should call and let his mother know he was okay.  No, Royce seemed to have accepted Pete as a Mason family member who wandered into camp and extended him Mason hospitality: no questions asked.
The next morning, Pete lay on his side, sleeping on a canvas cot, a quilt pulled around him.  His expression completely relaxed, unencumbered by dreams.  Sunlight rayed through the screened window, forming an angle of light on the wall above his head.  The sun rose, extending the patch of bright light down the wall.  When it reached Pete's face, his sleeping eyes moved under closed lids before reluctantly opening.
He lay still, pulling the quilt more tightly, closing his eyes, trying to recapture sleep.  When it didn't come, he muttered to himself, sat up, scratched, yawned, and raised his arms in a grand stretch.
Pete was never a morning person.  If it were up to him, which it never seemed to be, morning would be somewhere between noon and one-thirty.
There was a note from Royce in the kitchen.  Penciled on a piece of torn, brown-paper sack, it said he'd be back before lunch.  An empty bowl and box of bran flakes sat by the sink, and Pete found milk in the refrigerator.  After eating, he decided to walk outside.
The spring-loaded screen door slammed shut as he went outside.  The garden was fairly big but early.  Only tomatoes and beans had a good start; the rest were fresh green sprigs rising from the soil.
He walked around the neatly marked rows behind the house.  Halfway across the field, he noticed the dog following him.  He turned around, and the dog stopped, sat, turning his head left, then right, then back at Pete.
"Beat it, dog, go away.  Get out of here."  He waved his arm.
The dog stood, started back to the house, then sat, scratching behind its ear, keeping an eye on Pete.
Across the field, Pete entered a rocky area thick with weeds and wildflowers eighteen inches high.  Royce had told him about a protrusion of flint in this part of the field that had yielded several artifacts.  He told himself he didn't care about Indian junk, but Royce said some of it was worth money.
He moved deeper into the field, weeds brushing up to the knees of his blue jeans, an occasional cocklebur sticking to his pants.  Finally, after crisscrossing the weeded area, working closer to the wooded hill's base, he found a gray bump sticking two feet above the ground.  Gradually sloping into the earth, it formed an oblong dome twenty feet in diameter.  The flint was covered with scars from generations of chipping.
Pete kicked at the ground, toeing the soil, hoping to turn up an arrowhead, all the time moving closer to the woods.  He smelled something like rotting fruit, too sweet, like too-ripe cucumbers.
Pete figured the old guy had dumped garbage nearby and continued to mill around, turning over rocks with the toe of his shoe.  He had reached down to turn over a larger one when the dog flew by.
Landing in a crouch, head low to the ground, Pogo growled tensely.  Jumping back and forth, the dog barked and snapped at something in the grass.
Pete saw it.  A brownish snake's head poised in an S-shape, curved neck raised and ready to strike.  It exposed a pink-tongued, white mouth with nearly invisible fangs.
The copperhead was three feet long and eight inches around at its thickest.
It struck.
The dog avoided the quick fangs and sprang forward.
The snake pulled back too quickly and struck a second time.
Pogo evaded—but barely—then lunged again, this time nipping the snake behind the head.
The snake hissed, coiled a little unnaturally, and prepared to strike again.  Merciless eyes fixed on the barking dog; it never saw the fifteen-pound rock slam down, crushing its skull and breaking its back.
The dog jumped away as the stone smashed into the snake and ground.  After a suspicious minute, and with great caution, the dog stuck its nose toward the rock, sniffing repeatedly.  It moved closer with each breath, holding its right front paw off the ground, like a bird dog pointing.  Sensing the danger had passed, it went to the boy a few feet away.  Both watched the snake's body spasm beneath the rock, coiling and uncoiling upon itself.  Pogo sniffed around the boy's legs, then sat by his left foot, watching the dying snake.
"Shit, dog, that was a snake, a real, I'm-gonna-bite-your-ass, hide-under-a-rock snake," he spoke aloud.  Then the thought hit him.  That was a poisonous snake.  He knew because of the shape of the head.  If it had bitten him, he might have died, which meant the dog had saved his life.
He reached down and ran his hand over the snarled hair on Pogo's head.  The dog lifted its head to the affection.
"Okay, so maybe you're cool.  Come on, let's see what's in the woods."
They walked north, then east around the hill's base.  Pete started feeling better without knowing why.  Maybe it was the country, or perhaps it was a quick brush with death right after breakfast.  Whatever the reason, he felt alive, almost good about himself.
Pogo took the lead, stopping every few seconds to make sure the boy followed.  The ground was wet from the previous day's heavy rains, and a twinkling of dew covered the plants.  Pete's pants, legs, and shoes went from damp to soaked.
Reaching the riverbank, Pogo waited for the boy to select a direction.  Pete picked up some rocks and skipped them across the flowing water.  Pete threw the third stone, then headed north along a trail twisting through oaks, elms, and willows hanging over the muddy river.  In a few moments, Pete recognized the hill they had come around earlier.  Their trail had taken them slightly south, backtracking a half-mile.
The forest changed.  As if someone had drawn a wavering but sharp line, the living forest ended, replaced by charred, dead stumps and blackened logs in a grassy swath running along the river's left shore.  Pete and Pogo continued through the young pines, most no taller than Pete.
Up ahead, the river forked.  The Cold and Little Rivers flowed together, creating the Tallahega.  Having no choice, Pete went left, following the Cold River branch.  Shortly he came to a fallen tree spanning the twenty-foot river.  It looked unsafe, mostly rotted.  Pete thought about going farther upstream, but Pogo, completely at ease with familiar surroundings, sprang onto the log.  The dog walked halfway, stopped, turned to look at Pete, woofed, then trotted to the opposite shore.
Pete climbed up on the log, testing it with his weight, moving slowly, not yet over the water.  It supported him without giving.  Carefully, he worked his way over the river.  Below, eddies swirled around hidden boulders, channeling water into sloughs, making it flow faster.
The log was slick with moisture.  The boy was thinking about turning around when Pogo gave another 'woof' and darted playfully into the woods.  Pete made it across, relieved.
Pogo entered the thick undergrowth of wild shrubs.  Pete could see only thirty or forty feet into the lush, spring greenery.  He called the dog as he walked downstream.
It would have surprised Pete to know his father had followed this same trail.  He had a good feeling about being in the woods, away from problems, away from people pointing out his problems.
Pogo bounded from the woods, hair soaked from running through dewy plants.  The dog took the lead, following the smaller river to another tree trunk across the water.
More sure of himself, Pete crossed right behind Pogo, unaware the water below was deeper and more treacherous than before.
On the other side, Pogo headed south, returning to where the two rivers formed the Tallahega.
The sun was high enough to shine on the water.  Pete's pants and shoes began to dry.  After following the bank for a mile, Pogo stopped, sniffed a small trail leading east into the woods, growled, then barked into the forest.
"Easy boy," Pete said, coming to the dog.  Peering intently into the shaded woods, hearing a woodpecker hammer in the distance, he said, "You see something?  What's the matter?"
Pogo sat beside the boy, smelled the air, then gave a single, deep-as-he-could growl.
Pete noticed the trail for the first time, a nine-inch width of barren dirt.  The spring grass and weeds were absent as if the soil was poisoned.  That was unusual, but its real peculiarity was it ran perfectly straight for twenty yards before it vanished under a shrub.
On a hunch, Pete looked across the stream.  Sure enough, directly opposite, the path continued straight in the other direction.
"Stranger than fiction."  Pete smiled, remembering television reruns of Science Fiction Theater.  He made his voice deep, trying to imitate the show's announcer.  "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, I'm your host, Truman Bradley, welcome to Science Fiction Theater.  Tonight's story is of a strange path, a perfectly straight path leading to infinity, and of the young man, Pete Mason, who discovered it."
Pogo cocked his head left then right, listening to the boy, then gave an almost human, 'what was that all about' look.
Pete started into the woods along the narrow trail.  "Come on, boy."
Pogo took the lead, watching and sniffing around, but avoided stepping on the clearly defined trail.
Pete gripped saplings as he ascended the steeply sloped hill.  How weird, Pete thought, as the trail remained straight and true.  He noticed no trees, old or young, grew on the trail's path.  It was stranger than fiction, as if the track was there before the forest.
As the hill leveled, deciduous trees gave way to tall, straight pines with scaled trunks.  Moving uphill with steady rhythm, Pete kept his head down, watching where he stepped.  He did not notice the clearing or see the five standing stones until he was on them.
The stones stood on a low, humped mound.  They were age-old, silent historians, laced with veins of white quartz.  Four stones, one on each compass point, flanked the tall center monolith.  Pete noticed the trees immediately surrounding the oval-shaped clearing leaned toward its center.
Pete stood transfixed.  As if on cue, the birds, squirrels, and chipmunks stopped their chatter, which had marked Pete's journey so far.  Pogo whined softly then sat at Pete's feet, looking at the stones.
Pete noticed the odd path stopped at the westernmost stone.  Next, at a loss for an explanation, he noticed the southernmost stone had a similar path, leading due south.  Walking around the primeval site, he discovered duplicate paths running from the north and east stones.  A wider path led from the center stone, splitting the distance between the northern and eastern stones precisely in the middle, and ran, unwaveringly, northeast.
Pogo sniffed the broader path, then jumped across, not stepping on it.  He sniffed again, nose raised, pointed along the trail leading northeast.  Pogo took three deep sniffs, following each with an unhappy snort.  He crouched, brow wrinkled, ears lifted, wet, dark skin pulled back revealing white teeth, and growled a menacing growl, low, rumbling.  Pogo stayed crouched, eyes locked along the path.  As Pete stepped toward the trail, Pogo turned his head, issued a warning bark, then resumed his guardian stance.
Pete's instincts activated.  Someone, no something, watched from the woods to the northeast.  He felt hungry eyes fixed on him.  A breeze rustled the pine tops; the needles shushed as they brushed each other.
A limb creaked.  Pete realized the sounds the trees made would camouflage an approaching person or thing.  The hairs on the back of his neck stood.  His palms broke out in a clammy sweat.  Pogo barked wildly and repeatedly, backing slowly, casting pleading looks toward Pete, looks that seemed to say, 'Let's go.  Let's get out of here.'  Looks not wasted on Pete.
Between his own instincts and Pogo's nervous actions, Pete surveyed the no-longer welcoming woods.  Shadows danced everywhere; the wind increased.  Limbs creaked and groaned.  The lower brushes occasionally moved, caught by errant wafts of air.  In Pete's mind, something stalked through the brush, something cunning, circling to force him deeper into the forest.
Pete had no idea what kind of animals lived here.  According to memory, coated by imagination, there were bears and maybe coyotes, wolves, and mountain lions.  Not to mention snakes; he'd already run into one lethal reptile.  He seemed sure they surrounded him.
The sun was overhead, but the full pine limbs filtered its light, making shapes dart and jerk with shifting shadows.
Pete's mind returned to a succession of horror films where the monsters' first victims were unsuspecting hikers, campers, and accomplished woodsmen.  There was no longer any decision to make.  Pete slapped his thigh.  "Come on, boy."   He set out the way he had come, moving as fast as the angle of descent allowed.
Glancing back, he thought he saw movement between the standing stones.  He did not slow to verify.
Pogo ran ahead, then impatiently ran back and barked toward the hill's summit before running ahead again.
Pete stumbled on a large root and banged his knee near the bottom of the hill.  He got up, cursing and rubbing his knee.  The initial wave of pain made him weak, nauseated.  On one leg, leaning against a tree, holding his knee with both hands, he waited for the pain to subside.
Pogo passed and took a position to his rear, cocking his head left then right, looking up the trail then back at Pete with a 'let's go, let's go' expression.  The dog no longer barked, but its nervousness was apparent.
In a few moments, knee well enough to walk, he limped along the peculiar, straight trail toward the river.
They retraced their steps over the logs and straight to Royce's house.  Pete, hungry and thirsty, looked forward to a soft drink.
Royce was in the shed by the dilapidated corral when they returned.  Pogo ran to him, sticking his head under the man's hand for attention.  Royce accommodated with some playful pats.
"Been for a walk?"  Royce bent to pull a thorny twig from the fur on one of Pogo's legs.
"Went to the woods.  Crossed the rivers.  Found those weird trails.  Do you have any Cokes?"  Pete caught his breath from the run across the field.  He didn't mention anything about being scared and running like a frightened rabbit.
"What weird trails?" Royce asked, showing interest.
"The little narrow ones that are real straight.  The ones going up the hill to those rocks sticking up out of the ground.  Can I please have a Coke?"  Pete was becoming irritated.
"Don't have any Cokes.  We'll get some.  Then after you are rested, I want you to show me the trails."  Royce studied the boy then threw a worried look toward Medicine Mound.  If the trails were what he thought—it had started.


ELEVEN
Charlie McFarland stood on Neely Henry Lake's shore, watching two men in a Ranger Bassmaster fishing boat.  The boat's one-hundred-fifty horsepower Mercury outboard engine skimmed it toward the boat ramp.  Bud Rogers, Calhoun County Sheriff, and Lionel James, Anniston's mayor, occupied the boat.
After serving a peace warrant on a soon-to-be ex-husband, Deputy McFarland's dispatcher gave him a message to meet his boss at the lake.  Ten minutes after he arrived, the boat rounded a point speeding toward him.
The boat slowed drastically, bow dropping, as it neared the landing.  Both men waved, and Charlie signaled back.  The boat nudged against the sandy bottom alongside the cement ramp.  Bud Rogers—wearing a plaid shirt and faded jeans—jumped from the bow, splashing in an inch of water.  Charlie helped him pull the boat closer.
"Charlie, I knew you were over this way, so I had George call you to the lake.  Fred Parker's got himself a case of flu, one of them hold ’em down and kick 'em oriental bugs.  He's in bed with a high fever and likely to be there a few days."
Bud's eyes followed a boat speeding across the lake in the direction from which he had just come.  "Damn, that's Larry Tinsley, he'll get to our crappie hole sure as shit.  Son of a bitch knows right where it is, showed me in fact.  Damn."  He shook his head, disgusted.
"Anyway, Fred's down.  Next to him, you know the area best, and we've got a missing persons’ report near Tallahega National Forest.  Two men: Ben E. Huggins and L.T. Brinks.  They were on the Treasury's observation list.  Could be some ‘shiners got them, or maybe they took off for fast times in a big city.  Anyway, one of them left a truck parked where he worked part-time.  It's outside Piedmont's jurisdiction.  Hell, they only have three men anyway, so I guess you're it.  I know Irene's from up that way, so if you want to take her and spend a day or two until you see what's up, that's fine; I've already approved per diem."  Sheriff Rogers was back in the boat before he finished.  Fishing was his obsession, one he rarely indulged, and a valued trip was not to be foiled by work.  "George will fill you in on the details.  Give me a call tomorrow and let me know where we stand.  How about pushing us off?"
Charlie shoved against the fiberglass bow, pushing it into the lake.  Mayor James cranked the big motor and reversed it into deeper water.  Sheriff Rogers pointed toward the bend where the other boat vanished and said something punctuated with 'son of a bitch.'  They roared off, the sheriff pulling a beer from an ice chest.
Charlie drove the Suburban with the Calhoun County Sheriff emblem on each front door toward Piedmont.
Irene would look forward to seeing her mother.  Their daughter, Gloria Ann, would be a different story.  It was cruel and unusual to ask her to spend a weekend away from her friends at fifteen.  That was one reason Irene had not seen her mother much lately, though they lived only fifty miles apart.  This time Glory McFarland would just have to endure the hardship.
Charlie called Irene from the office.  Delighted at the prospect of seeing her mother, Irene told Charlie she would take care of the details and meet him in Piedmont.
Deputy McFarland parked in front of Two's store on County Road 55.  Ben E.'s wife had picked up the truck from the feed store, and McFarland conducted an unproductive interview at her mobile home on the dirt road behind Two's.  Afterward, he spoke with the Chinese merchant.  The only thing Two remembered was the two men left in L.T.'s Jeep, heading east on 55.
It wasn't much, but other than an outdated Treasury department report, it was all he had.  Two years ago, the regional ATF agent recommended the two men be placed under surveillance.  Due to a shortage of manpower and increased drug traffic superseding smalltime moonshiners. The surveillance request fell between cracks.
He followed 55 east and crossed Little River and Sometimes Creek without seeing any sign of them.  He noticed both bodies of water were swollen from recent rains.  Fifteen miles later, at the Oak Level city limits sign, he turned around and headed back more slowly and looked for anything he might have missed.  He caught a glint of reflection on a rutted lane to the south along Little River through a canopy of leaves.
Pulling off, he bounced along the path and stopped behind a Chrysler LeBaron, sunk to its front axle in mud.  No one was around the car.
The keys were in the ignition.  He opened the glove compartment found and pulled out a rental agreement, a Georgia road map, and a gas receipt from Cedartown, Georgia.  The cup holder held an empty Dr. Pepper can.
What the hell?  McFarland looked at the rental agreement, went to his car radio, and asked dispatch to identify the renter.
It took a few minutes, but the dispatcher reported the renter, Thomas Mason, of Dallas, Texas paid using an American Express card issued to Southwest Best Sales & Associates.
What a salesman from Texas did to end up with his car stuck by the Little River was a mystery.  If driving back to Texas, Mr. Mason would have been on Interstate 20, not driving through Piedmont.  This area was then home to quite a few people named Mason, and he might be visiting.  Whatever the reason, he probably walked out and called for a tow.  Charlie made notes for his report, then got back in his Suburban and carefully edged around the mired car.  He'd noticed the road beyond seemed a little too recently and often used for a backwoods path.
Slowly bumping along, he followed the road to where Sometimes Creek joined Little River.  Following the ruts north along the creek, he found the Jeep Cherokee parked near a three-log bridge.  
The Jeep's windows were down; rain had blown in, but there was no evidence of foul play.  He unsnapped the strap restraining his nine-millimeter Browning automatic as he crossed the bridge.
The rain had washed away recent signs of passing, but he quickly found a path winding up the wooded slope.
Moonshiners could be dangerous.  Many an unwary revenuer or innocent hiker suffered bullet wounds while walking in north Alabama's forested mountains.  Their bodies sometimes fed local wildlife.
Charlie McFarland had been raised in north Alabama and understood the dangers of happening upon an active still, much less sneaking through woods in a uniform.  He stopped on the hard-packed, wet earth, where tangled pine roots reached from the ground like swollen knuckles.  Sunlight filtered through branches, randomly spotlighting the forest floor.  Charlie pulled his campaign hat firmly onto his head, then drew and cocked his pistol.  He moved slowly, looking in all directions, trying not to slip on the wet incline, stopping every few steps, and listened for movement or voices.
He sensed trouble.  There was an overpowering feeling something was about to happen.  Looking for a moonshiner’s lair caused nervousness, but this went beyond, more a foreboding, and Charlie McFarland hated the familiar feeling.  He survived thirteen months of Vietnamese jungles, booby traps, and snipers because premonitions kept him on the razor's edge.
Charlie topped the incline and peered into a small clearing.  The first thing he saw was the still's coils and boiler; the first things he heard were thousands of flies.
He saw the bodies.  Ben E’s first, lying on its side, head caved in; shotgun dropped in front.  The stub of his left arm extended forward, butchered halfway between elbow and shoulder.  The severed limb lay several yards away.  Flies swarmed the corpse, crawling over the open eyes, creeping in and out of the breathless nose and opened mouth.  A second corpse lay a few yards away; legs bent as if still sitting on the nearby stump.  This body’s head wasn't just flayed; it was pulverized.  Flies and beetles roamed over the flattened skull and exposed brains.
The odor was terrible, but Charlie had smelled worse.  A bloated body pulled from a dam's turbine port.  A lonely old man in his small house, ten days dead before anyone missed him.  He knew this carnage was less than a week old.
He would have holstered his gun, but he could not shake his premonition.  The scene was bad enough, he thought.  Some real mean sons of bitches took out these small-time distillers.
Charlie picked up the gun with thumb and forefinger.  Being careful only to touch the breach release lever's edge, he snapped open the double-barrel shotgun, discovering both shells had fired.  "Well, you went out fighting," he said to Ben E's body.  "I wonder if you hit anything?"
He was looking around for evidence not washed away by the rains—and thinking about calling in the murders—when it happened.
From the south—distant but not too—came the sound of large trees snapping.  The way a limb bends, bends some more, then, when it can no longer give, shatters with a ripping crack.  The sound of trees snapping was like cannons firing at the same time.
Without hesitating, he moved toward the sound, which ended as suddenly as it started.
It was mostly uphill, and he stopped to catch his breath several times.  The forest was unusually quiet.  Resting, he realized where he was.  Irene had brought him here years ago before they married.  He was on the north slope of Miracle Mountain.  Another half-mile along, the hill leveled and was occupied by what Ruby called a 'barrow,' a long, humanmade hill Indians used to bury their dead.
This barrow was nearly three hundred yards long and, though not high—only thirty feet at the top—its banks were steep.  Tall pines grew right up to the barrow, but none grew on it.
Continuing up the slope, looking down, watching his steps, he froze in disbelief.
Sitting a few yards to his front, having knocked over trees like so many weeds, was a boat.  Nearly two hundred feet of flat-bottomed, hardwood riverboat.
Tilted to one side, it was grotesquely out of place on the wooded hill.
Completely amazed, Charlie circled the boat, keeping his distance while examining it for signs of life.  Questions raced through his mind.  Where did it come from?  How did it arrive here?  Was this what had made the racket?  He could not reject any possible solution because Charlie had none.
He scanned her name at the boat's stern; hand-painted in gilded, two-foot-high letters, it read Iron Mountain.
The name meant nothing to Charlie.

It would be days before he learned the Iron Mountain was a riverboat, one-hundred-eighty feet long, thirty-five feet abeam.  It carried fifty-five passengers and crew, along with a cargo of molasses.  She had towed two barges when she steamed out of Vicksburg headed for Pittsburgh via Louisville in 1871.
On a busy Mississippi River day, vessels moved up and down, hauling people and loads.  Crewmen from different boats exchanged friendly waves as they passed.
Two hours after the Iron Mountain steamed from Vicksburg, another boat found the barges she had towed adrift.  The towlines appeared cleanly cut halfway between the barges and the vessel.  No trace of the boat or crew was ever found—no wreckage, no bodies, nothing.  Its disappearance was a great mystery.
All Charlie knew at the moment was that somehow, within the last thirty minutes, this colossal boat came to rest on top of Miracle Mountain.  The tree sap was just beginning to bubble from the gaping, green, splintered trunks, and there was no other explanation for the earlier noise.
Two thick ropes hung from stern cleats on either side.  Charlie grabbed one on the listing side and, using his feet on the hull, pulled himself to the deck.
Dried stains, maybe blood, spotted the deck in almost-human shapes.  As if a mad butcher had created impressionist works of gore: part of an arm here, two legs spread there, a head and back there.
Charlie girded himself and moved about the boat, pistol ready.  Inside he found more dried stains, brown inkblots made by human forms pressed bleeding against the deck and walls.  Here and there, deep gouges scarred wall panels.
It was too much.  There was no explanation.  Charlie finished his search, came out on the deck, climbed down the rope, and returned to the murder scene by the still.  He made a few more notes before walking to his Suburban.  Driving past the LeBaron, he shook his head in frustration.
Somehow, he would make the pieces fit.  It was growing late, and there was much to do.  Bud Rogers would want to come up tomorrow, if not tonight.  He would need to bring the county coroner and the crime photographer from Anniston.  The murder-scene investigation would be quick, efficient, even routine compared to trying to solve the riverboat mystery.
Turning left on 55, toward Piedmont's police department, he formed a scenario.  Tom Mason, of the rented Chrysler, might have been involved with the two moonshiners: unlikely but possible.  If Mason killed them, he was one mean son of a bitch.  L.T. and Ben E. were bludgeoned to death, and the latter had emptied both barrels of a twelve gauge.  Even if he missed, it took a tough hombre to club to death two men who were several yards apart.  If he clubbed L.T. first, why hadn't Ben E. run off after missing with the shotgun?  Or if he'd killed Ben E. first, why did L.T. hang around to watch?  Then again, maybe Mason didn't have anything to do with it.  It might be very complex or very simple. Compared to the boat, the murder scene was like one, two, three.
Passing Two's stores at the crossroads, he looked south—toward Ruby's house—wondering if Irene and Glory were there yet.  Then he remembered Royce and made a mental note to ask if Tom Mason was a relative.
Hungry, he pulled into the Dairy Queen.  It wasn't the best food for his thickening, forty-year-old waist, but he didn't have time for a good meal, and it was going to be a long night.

TWELVE

Royce followed Pete and the dog to the straight, narrow trails.  Instead of crossing the tree trunk across Cold River, Royce walked south through woods and fields, toward Ruby's house.  Crossing the little east-to-west path, they followed it to Rocky Beach on the Tallahega River.
Royce sang an old song—“De Camptown Races”—and Pete turned his mouth down, sneaking disgusted looks every time the old man sang, 'Do-Da, Do-Da.'
Royce knew the boy's presence would become a problem, but he also knew better than to try to talk Pete into going home.  Even if Pete didn't think he owed his parents a call, Royce felt it wrong not to at least let someone know the boy was safe.  He would have to call someone soon.
In preparation for that call, he contacted Fred Parker, a longtime friend, and Calhoun county deputy.  Royce knew the boy was a runaway, and Fred could find the pertinent information without bringing the weight of official investigation upon them.  The trouble was Fred had the flu and could not do anything until he was better.
Royce concluded “Camptown Races” for the fifth time and noticed the odd looks Pete gave him.  He needed to talk to Pete.
Pogo and Pete were a few yards ahead.  Royce didn't know why Pogo took an immediate liking to Pete, but he was glad.  It gave the boy something he needed.  The boy and dog walked along like they had been raised together rather than just meeting.  Pete held a stick, occasionally whipping tall weeds as he passed.  Pogo stopped, wrinkled his brow in puzzlement, and sniffed the grass looking for what caused the attack.
Royce caught up to them.  "I know you don't like school, but is there one part you like better than the rest?"
"Yeah, vacations," Pete shot back, ready to endure a friendly lecture from Gramps.
But Royce said nothing else, only sang the song again.  After a few moments, he changed tack.
"Do you like movies?" he tested.
Pete seemed annoyed as if trying to figure out how the old guy was going to come at him this time.  "Yeah, sure, who doesn't?"  He whacked another clump of tall weeds with his stick.
Pogo knew there was nothing in the grass but went to sniff anyway.
"Ever see Frankenstein, or The Wolfman, or Dracula starring Bela Lugosi?" Royce pressed.
If Pete knew about anything, it was horror movies.  "Yeah, those were old black-and-white movies.  They make them better now, with color, stereo, and special effects."
"I guess there are quite a few movies about werewolves and vampires, aren't there?" Royce asked.
"I guess," Pete said, remembering.  "Yeah, I've seen a lot.  There's The Howling, Silver Bullet, American Werewolf in London.  Those are just some.  They made vampire movies by the ton in the sixties.  This guy named Christopher Lee must have made a hundred of them."
"Know much about them?" Royce ventured.
"About horror movies?"  Pete looked at him, curiously.
"No, about werewolves and vampires?" Royce corrected, grinning a little.
"I know they're not real enough to scare anybody who ever watched psycho-killer, slasher movies.  Those are about killers who could be real," Pete said, smugly.
"That so?  Did you know all cultures on Earth share certain traits?  One they share is legends about vampires, werewolves, and dragons."  Royce watched the boy's reaction.
Unable to see how this could lead to a conversation about going home, Pete let his guard down a little.  "Yeah?  Like what?"
"Oh, for example," Royce continued, "look at vampires—or stories about vampires—from around the world.  You see, they're everywhere, and while vampires themselves differ from one another, they all drink blood from living creatures, don't like light, and aren't easily killed.  I guess I've read stories about fifty or so types of vampires, from Pakistan to Greenland.  They're in every culture's history.
"Then there are werewolves—shapeshifters—there are even more legends about them.  In Europe, they changed into wolves because wolves were fairly common and feared predators there.  In South America, they took the form of a jaguar.  In Africa, it was a leopard, in Russia, a bear.  Wherever you go, all over the world, people have stories about these creatures.  Most say it has something to do with the moon and time of year."
Pete listened with interest.  "What about dragons? You said something about dragons a minute ago."
Royce saw the boy's interest.  "Dragons are more widespread in folklore than the other two.  Nearly every culture has at least one dragon story of great conquest where a hero slays the beast.
"Dragons come in all shapes and sizes.  There's the fire-breathing, flying kind with steel-hard scales and glowing eyes like St. George killed.  You ever hear of St. George?"
Pete thought a minute.  He was walking casually at Royce's side, matching his easy stride over a soft carpet of pine needles.  "Not really.  I know he's supposed to have killed one, but I don't know anything about it."
"Well, he killed him a doozy of a dragon.  Matter-of-fact, some say it was the last dragon, and that's why his story is so famous.  Of course, college professors at those fancy schools say it wasn't really a dragon, and there really wasn't a St. George; it's just a myth about society overcoming a great fear."
Pete interrupted, "He was a real guy, though, right?"
"Oh, those who study it know he was real enough; some even believe it was a dragon he killed, maybe the last dragon."
Royce paused, watching Pete's reaction.  "Of course, there’re stories from other cultures which argue about it being the last dragon.  There were so many dragons in China; they named one of their years after them.  The Greeks named a constellation after one of theirs.  Even the American Indians had their firebirds, a kind of flying dragon."
They reached Rocky Beach, and Royce led them south toward the tree recently downed to bridge the river.  Royce saw Pete was definitely interested in hearing more about mythological monsters, but he had said enough for now.  He wanted to visit Medicine Mound, examine the paths, and do a little dowsing.
After crossing the Tallahega, they walked upstream until they reached the perfectly straight trail Pete and Pogo had followed earlier.  Walking along it, Royce felt energy ebbing and flowing eastward.  A headache began to build.
"When you were here earlier, did you find a pond on the other side of the mound?"
"No," Pete responded.
Pogo's ears rose to full alert as he moved ahead, scouting for the expedition.
"Well, the mound on top of this hill we're climbing is called Medicine Mound.  Indians built it.  A little south is a pond coming from the purest spring water I ever saw.
"Indians camped there thousands of years ago before the Cherokee nation existed.  Your daddy found a near-perfect flint spearpoint there when he was a little boy."
"He never showed it to me," Pete accused.
"Well, I wouldn't know about that, but he found it all right, buried in the skeleton of the man it killed.  It's a famous story around these parts."
Pete was impressed.  His dad discovered a spearpoint in a buried skeleton?
"I'll show you the pond after we go by Medicine Mound," Royce offered.  "Maybe you can find your own spear tip."
When they reached the standing stones, Pete walked Royce around, pointing out the paths leading north, south, east, and west and the wider path leading toward the northeast.  Royce spent only a moment before suggesting they go to Medicine Pond for a drink and to look for arrowheads.
Pogo stared along the northeast trail with a worried brow.  He was obviously relieved when the humans followed a twisting gully down the mound's east side.
At the bottom of the hill was the clearest pond Pete had ever seen.  The white-sand bottom bubbled in places that Royce explained were springs pumping in water.  Royce showed him the stream in the pond's southeast corner, where overflow formed a brook leading to the Tallahega.
Here and there, large rocks—some flint—rose from surrounding clay.  Pete saw their scarred surfaces, chipped thousands of years ago.  Tall, majestic pines rose straight to the heavens; some a hundred feet tall with a girth two men could not encompass.  Brown and decaying, last year's needles formed a rusty carpet on the forest floor.  What sunlight penetrated the natural canopy combined with the rusty carpet to discourage all but the hardiest shrubs.
Dense patches of watercress and other dark-green ground covers grew along the shore.  It was a forest paradise.  Even Pete, who had never cared much for nature before, thought it was beautiful.
"Come, look at this."  Royce had broken a branch from a fallen limb and was scratching the ground near one of the protruding humps of flint.
Pete and Pogo trotted over.
On the ground, below the stick's end, was an arrowhead's rear half.  Though cleanly broken, it was clearly a work of art before it split.  Pete picked it up, examining it.
"Here," Royce handed him the stick.  "Why don't you dig around a little.  Nature's calling.  I need to find a place to squat."
Pete took the stick, grinning.  It struck him funny the old guy would go to the bathroom in the woods.  Sure, everybody took a leak outdoors, but the other?
Royce had reached the gully cutting down the mound when Pete called, "Hey!  What are you going to wipe with?"  It was an honest question sneaking into Pete's thoughts as he pondered if he would ever go to the bathroom in the wild.
"Leaves, nature’s toilet paper," Royce responded good-naturedly.  "It's not three-ply and squeezable, but it'll do."  He went up the mound and out of sight.
Pete grinned, thinking Royce was all right.  His California friends would have called him a 'righteous old dude.'
He thought of California more and more each day.  If only he did not have to face failures—have them repeatedly pointed out to him—things would not be so bad.  Everyone had a different idea of what he should do, but none considered what he wanted.  He didn't know himself, but it annoyed him no one bothered to ask.
His mother, more than anything, wanted him to be careful, whether crossing the street or making new friends or cutting a pizza.  His teachers wanted him to work to his potential, a magic level they knew he should reach.  His father—more long term—only wanted him to do well so he could make money and be able to choose his quality of life.
Well, here's a news flash, sports fans; Pete Mason has become a free agent—what he does when he does it, and why, are his exclusive rights.


THIRTEEN
Glory McFarland sat stiff and sullen the whole drive from Anniston to her grandmother's house.  She was miserable.  It wasn't fair, and misery loves company.
It was Friday, a weekend near the end of school, and her best friends were going to an all-night party at Linda Winter's house.  Linda's boyfriend, who had his own car, was bringing some of his friends over for a cookout—and now this.
Why did Daddy have to call? She thought moodily.  When she came home from school, she was in a great mood, looking forward to the night and the weekend with enthusiasm only fifteen-year-olds have.  But there was her mother, packed and ready to go.  She barely had time to call Linda and say she could not come.  Linda told her too bad, because Philip Tillman was coming with her boyfriend, and Glory had the worst crush of her life on Philip.  And now this, going to the country—it was just not fair.
It wasn’t that Glory didn't like her grandmother.  Quite the contrary: she loved Grandma Ruby.  But the love of relatives had nothing to do with how a well-developed fifteen-year-old spent weekends—especially when she lost the opportunity to be alone for the first time with the boy of her dreams.
When they pulled into Ruby's graveled drive, Glory had cooled to quiet steam.
Hearing the car, Ruby emerged to greet her offspring.  Irene was her spitting image at that age, not beautiful, but a handsome woman with a good figure and a good head.  Irene had spent enough time to learn enough to pass as a wisewoman, but those skills were rarely needed in a world of modern medicine.
Gloria Ann, on the other hand, had no interest in learning the ways of the wisewoman.  While she had some resemblance to both her father and mother, she looked like neither.  She was, in fact, very nearly beautiful.  Her hair—unlike her mother's raven-black, Indian-straight hair—was auburn with flashes of golden red.  She wore it long: natural waves making it bounce luxuriantly.  Her eyes were the spangled green of Irish heritage.  Big and round with long lashes, they were barometers of her moods, gleaming with excitement, glistening with emotion, flashing with anger.  Her face was heart-shaped, punctuated with a pixie nose over full lips.
Glory was still maturing but filled out enough, so older boys cast approving glances as she passed.  Some boys, to her embarrassed delight, began to flirt with her from behind sales counters.  At the moment, she only had eyes for Philip Tillman.  A year ahead in school, he was the object of her fantasies, one of which might have come true if she had stayed home and gone to Linda's party.
Ruby led them inside, helping with a suitcase.  They sat in the kitchen, talking.  Still steamed about missing the party, Glory became bored.
It was a gorgeous day, an inviting clear sky after so much rain, and the ground had dried out a little.  Irene told Ruby about Glory's problem, and Ruby suggested Glory take a ride on the four-wheel Honda.  Glory sat for a while—acting adult-like—but eventually, overcome with boredom, she took the keys from her grandmother and roared east through the fields toward the Tallahega.  Beyond sight of the house, she opened the throttle, speeding dangerously, bouncing over rocky, damp soil.  She turned south at Rocky Beach, riding more slowly along the river's trail until the vehicle could no longer fit between the trees on the narrow ledge above the brimming river.  She left the vehicle—not for any reason, just to walk a bit and maybe brood beside the flowing, brown waters.
She came to the fallen pine, bridging the river.  Crossing, she decided to go to Medicine Pond.  She had not been there in a year, and it was one of her favorite places.  She found the old trail and moved briskly toward the pond.
She fantasized about Philip Tillman being with her.  Walking around the pond, she would show him the stream and the area where the minnows lived.  Then she would eat some watercress and tell him it was an old Indian dope, and they would laugh.  Their eyes would meet, their hands would touch, he would lean down, she would rise on her toes, and they would kiss—a gentle, innocent kiss.  He would pull back, embarrassed.  She would pull him back gently, and he would take her in his arms and kiss her again, this time passionately, deeply arousing them.  Glory would feel him pressing against her and not be able to resist her urges.
She was reaching the great part when she heard something moving up the path.
It was Pogo.  He came running like a friendly pup.  She petted him but made him stay down, keeping his wet paws off her.  She knelt, hugged his neck, and got a whiff of pure dog scent.
Reaching the pond, she heard the steady sound of water hitting the ground to her right.  Thinking it was Mr. Mason, she took advantage of a thick bush to move close enough to see Pete Mason peeing by the stream.
His pants unzipped, hands-on hips, the stream of urine splattered to the ground as he wagged his hips from side to side.  Finished, he was zipping up when the girl spoke.
"People used to drink that water, you know?" Glory said, scornful but sheepishly grinning.
Pete looked up, horrified to see the girl staring, "I'm sorry, I had no idea, I didn't think."
He realized his hands were fumbling with his zipper and whirled around, bright red flowing up his face.  He felt the heat on his face but couldn't resist turning around.  Pete had never seen anyone so beautiful.
A sunbeam poked through the trees—striking her head and shoulders—making her hair glow as if on fire.  She had a warm smile and eyes sparkling with mischief.  He stared into them, speechless for a moment.
Pogo jumped the small stream and sat beside him, eyes shifting back and forth between the two.  Then he 'harrumphed' through his nose and galloped along the pond's edge.
"My name is Gloria Ann; most people call me Glory.  What's yours?" she asked, becoming a little embarrassed and tearing her eyes away from the boy across the creek.
"Uh, Pete, Pete Mason."  He felt foolish, embarrassed.
"You're sure not from around here," Glory said, picking up his accent.  "Where are you from, Pete Mason?"
"California, near San Diego."  Thinking about the next question, "I'm visiting my great-uncle, Royce Mason.  Do you know him?"
"Sure, I've known Uncle Royce my whole life.  He's not really my uncle, but I've always called him that."  She was looking at him again.  Impossible as it seemed, she thought he was even better looking than Philip Tillman.  His clothes were a little scruffy, but he was definitely a hunk.  "My grandma is Ruby Knighten; she lives down the road from Uncle Royce. Have you met her?"
"Not yet. I haven't been here long."  Pete fell silent.  He wanted desperately to talk to this girl, to impress her, to prolong the moment.  But at the same time, he didn't know what to say and was deterred by his attraction to her.
She walked toward the pond on her side of the stream, making sure he followed.  She turned and asked, "Want to see where the minnows live?"
"Sure," he said, stepping over the narrow brook, watching her move in her jeans.
Pete forgot about Royce taking care of nature's call.  He was completely absorbed with Glory and didn't notice when Pogo lifted his ears, sniffed quizzically, and loped up Medicine Mound.


Royce left the boy digging for arrowheads and moved to the standing stones.  Headache worse, he massaged his temples as he examined the monoliths.  At each cardinal stone, he stopped, closed his eyes, and felt energy flowing along the narrow path to it.
He felt the force move through him.  No one—not even dowsers—knew what the force was.  Some thought it was psychic life forces, like yin and yang.  Others—reaching toward immortality—believed it to be energy fed by spirits.  Most believed it was some natural force related to the Earth's magnetic field.
Royce didn't know what it was.  He believed it was similar to the Earth's magnetic field, an irregular energy grid webbing the planet—stronger at some places than others—affected by gravity, climatic conditions, and storms.  He read many books—some by kooks, some by respected scientists—trying to determine what composed the force.  Its composition was of secondary importance; primary was it existed as a real—though little recognized—part of the world and the mysterious force's manipulation was crucial to man's development.
Royce understood people not being able to dowse.  The ability to dowse is like the appendix; everybody has one, but somewhere along the evolutionary trail, it was used less and less until it shriveled and became superfluous.
Standing astride the last path leading to the four outside stones on Medicine Mound, Royce felt the mysterious force as never before.  This was more powerful than the energy he had touched across the Atlantic at Stonehenge or Avebury or New Grange.
His head throbbed as he touched the last stone.  It was alive with energy; the quartz veins were conduits conducting invisible forces along the stone.
Royce felt the energy flow along the paths toward the cornerstones.  He stood between two, reaching an arm toward each.  Energy flowed through him, amplified dozens of times.  He convulsed and stepped through.  The center stone nearly hummed with the power fed by the outside stones.  Royce didn't have to touch it to feel the field surrounding it.
He went to the wider path, stretching northeast.  His psychic eye saw the energy, brought in along the small trails, amplified by the compass stones, amplified again by the center stone, then beamed away in regular pulses.  Royce looked up the wider trail, acutely aware it led to the burial barrow on Miracle Mountain.
Testing its strength, he stepped onto the path where it bisected between two cornerstones.  He felt the raw power immediately.  Instant waves of nausea welled.  His head throbbed like a giant heart under his skull.  Royce was about to step off the path when the center stone pulsed.
An enormous flux of energy swept through him.  His splitting head snapped back, his arms flung wide, and blood began flowing from his nose.  He was flung to the edge of the raised tier.  He rolled down the embankment and off the path, where he lay convulsing and unconscious.
Royce lay on his side, his left arm sticking straight out, his right thrown over his face, elbow across his right eye.  He breathed but didn't move.  Pogo came to him, sniffing worriedly.  The dog sat, then whined.  He put his nose very close to Royce's face and sniffed deeply, whined again, then licked his face.  When there was no response, he pulled back, stood, barked once, waited, barked again, then bolted toward the pond.
Glory and Pete sat on a large flint outcropping, watching a tortoise make its way toward the pond.  Pogo came tearing from the trees by the mound.
Barking frantically, going from one to the other, the desperate quality in his actions alarmed them.
"What's the matter, boy?"  Pete stood up, automatically dusting off the seat of his pants.
Pogo barked a pitch higher than normal and whined.
"Maybe he's hurt," Glory said, kneeling down by the dog, intending to put her arm around his neck.
Pogo pulled away and went to Pete, who reached out to pet him.  Gently, but urgently, the dog took Pete's hand in his mouth and tugged.
Pete jerked his hand away.  "Hey!  Don't bite."
"He wasn't biting you," Glory cut in.  "I think he wants something."  She put her hand out.  Pogo took it and tugged.
When she moved the way he tugged, Pogo let go, ran a few steps, turned, barked, and went a few more steps before turning again.
They understood and started toward the mound.  Pogo spun and shot ahead.
When they reached the top, Pogo was studying Royce closely.  The old man sat, wiping a trickle of blood from his nose with a handkerchief.
"Hello."  Royce attempted a smile as he waved to the teenagers.  Both noticed he looked pale.
"You all right, Uncle Royce?"  Glory knelt beside him, concern wrinkling her smooth face.
"Sure, I just tripped and bumped my nose."  Royce wiped the last of the blood away and put the wadded handkerchief in his pocket.
"You sure?" Glory asked, not completely satisfied.
"Well, I'm no Dr. Marcus Welby, but I reckon I'll live a little longer."  Royce grinned broadly, feeling better by the minute, though the headache was still a bone-throbber.
He rubbed the side of Pogo's muzzle and stood.  He needed to think, and he often did his best thinking in the garden.  "In fact, I need to head back and do a little work before the weeds take over.  All this rain has them shooting up all over.  What do you say, Pete, want to help and earn a little income?"
Pete didn't mind helping, especially if he could make some money in the process, but right now, he wanted to be around Glory.  It was the first time he had felt this way about a girl.  Being around her made him mixed up, nervous, and clumsy, but not being around her seemed worse.
Glory answered before he could.  "Sure, we'll help, won't we, Pete, and you don't have to pay us anything."
"Yeah, that's fine," Pete answered, not really caring about the money as long as he worked next to Glory.  Realizing what he was thinking, he blushed slightly, wondering what was wrong with him.  It was a confusing set of emotions; he hated it; he loved it.
After crossing the felled pine, they reached the four-wheeler.  Glory nonchalantly straddled it, put the key in the ignition, and, looking at Pete, ventured playfully, "Anybody want to ride?"
Royce grinned.  "I'm too old to be bouncing around on that contraption."  Then looking at Pete, he said, "Go ahead, climb on.  If you're really good, Glory might let you drive it.  It'll be an hour before I get home and ready to work, so why don't you meet me there.  In the meantime, have fun."
Pete climbed on behind Glory, sliding against her on the seat.  Finding no place to hold, he gripped the seat's rear edge and, with a nervous grin, turned to Royce.  "Thanks.  We'll see you later."
Glory turned the ignition key, hit the start button, and the motor rumbled to life.  Putting it in gear, the bike lurched enough to make Pete put an arm around her waist.  When he pressed against her, she turned her head.  "Hold tight, California Pete."
***
They thundered away, heading upstream toward Rocky Beach.  Royce and Pogo watched them shrink, listening to Glory shifting gears.  The smile evaporated from Royce's face.  Pogo kept glancing up at Royce, who rubbed the bridge of his nose, hoping aspirin would help.  "Let's go, boy."
Pogo whined and kept near the man's left heel as they moved along the trail.
***
Pete was ecstatic.  The spring air whipped his hair as the powerful motor zipped them across open country.  At first, he was embarrassed to hold Glory, but the rough terrain made it a necessity.  Soon he enjoyed it, snuggling as innocently as he could.
Glory turned west at Rocky Beach and followed a shallow valley between the hills separating her grandma's and Royce's.  In a wide area, she showed off, turning the vehicle in tight circles, driving around rocks as if on an obstacle course.  After a few minutes, she stopped.
"You want to drive?" she asked.
"Yeah.”  Pete barely contained his excitement, even though he knew it was uncool to show too much.
"You'll have to be real careful.  It's my grandma's, and I'd get in real trouble if anything happened to it."
"You weren't very careful," Pete accused defensively, his machismo threatened.
"I was careful.  I just know what I'm doing," she said, climbing off as Pete reluctantly released his light grip around her waist.
"And I don't?"  Pete was overly sensitive.
Glory didn't want an argument; she wanted to know this boy better.  "Slide up, and I'll show you.  It's easy."
Pete moved up, paying close attention to Glory's explanations of how to work the throttle, the choke, the foot-controlled gear lever, and the brakes.  In less than two minutes, he had the Honda started, in gear, and had killed the engine twice, trying to start it moving.  The third time they lurched forward, Glory—arms encircling his chest—gave encouraging instructions.  They rode around the shallow valley, allowing Pete to become comfortable with the peppy vehicle.
Later they drove toward the river, then upstream to the rotting log across Cold River.  Pete felt Glory's warm, firm body pressed against his own.  Bouncing over limbs or rocks, Glory tightened her grip.  At one point, passing through low-hanging branches, she nuzzled her face into his back.  By the time they reached the log across Cold River, Pete had an embarrassing bulge in his crotch.
Glory wanted to cross and show Pete Skunk Cave in the fork between the two rivers.  However, intensely self-aware of his erection, Pete was terrified she would see it if he stood.  He told her it was probably time to go help Royce, then drove through the pinewoods toward the old man's house.
When they arrived, Pete barely turned off the engine before leaping from the bike and briskly walking to the bathroom.  He stayed five minutes, waiting for his excitement to leave him.
He emerged, somewhat embarrassed, to find Royce and Glory hoeing weeds and laughing at something Royce had said.  Pete grabbed a shovel and joined them.  He could not believe how being near this young woman made him so crazy.  He was beginning to love it more than hate it.
Royce and Glory talked easily, the conversation of long acquaintance.  Pete spoke when he thought of something to say.  Twice, when he issued mild put-downs about Alabama or the south in general, Glory gave him clear but friendly, 'watch it buster' glances.  Soon, they talked and kidded freely.  It made Pete feel good.
Around four o'clock, Glory decided she better check with her mother.  Pete hated to see her go but couldn't very well invite himself along.
Their eyes locked for an instant.  Both wanted to touch in parting, neither knowing how to go about it, but both mildly embarrassed by the strength of the urge.
"Good-bye, see you later," Glory said, climbing on the Honda.
"Not much later, your grandma's invited us for supper," Royce responded, noticing the happy looks they exchanged.  "We'll be down about six after we get cleaned up."
As she rode away, Pete desperately wished he had something better to wear.

FOURTEEN
Royce, Pete, and Pogo arrived at Ruby's early.  Ruby put them in chairs on the back porch, where Royce demonstrated how to shuck and wring kernels from corncobs.
Pete wore a new blue work shirt Royce had loaned him.  It wasn't fashionable, but it was clean.
Glory and her mother joined them on the porch.  When introduced, Pete found himself genuinely concerned about what Glory's mom thought of him.  They chatted while he and Royce finished the corn, and the women snapped beans.
Dinner was an amazing amount of food laid out on a crisp, clean, checkered tablecloth.  As he ate, Pete could not help noticing two sets of floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with canning jars containing spices, herbs, and dried leaves.
After dinner, Pete followed Glory's lead, helping clear the table.  Everyone helped wash, dry, and put away the dishes, another first for Pete.  The kitchen restored to its original neatness, they went outside: the adults to watch the sunset from cane-backed chairs, the kids to stroll in the field.
Pogo gobbled scraps topped with crumbled cornbread and gravy, then followed the couple into the field.
As the sky faded into darkness, lightning bugs flitted, and a bat madly chased unseen insects.  Glory and Pete gradually made their way back toward the house.  Pete told her about the snake, and she talked about how snakes—like copperheads and rattlers—liked to stalk at night.  Soon, dead branches became twisting snakes stalking them through the field in the dying light.
It was full dark when they came and sat on the porch steps.  The adults were in a solemn discussion.  Pete put his hands on the step and accidentally touched Glory's; both pulled away quickly.  They glanced at each other as Glory chatted about snakes prowling the woods.  He was not really listening to her.  He was watching, completely absorbed in her beauty, set off by the soft, yellow porch light.  He was drifting into fantasy when he caught the tail end of something Royce was saying.
". . . Stonehenge sure as shootin' knew what they were doing."
Pete knew something about Stonehenge.  Last year he became involved in a role-playing game.  One of the adventures was based on Stonehenge.
It was in England, a prehistoric site of stones placed in concentric circles.  He had also seen something on television about it being a calendar, but he didn't really understand how it worked.
"What about Stonehenge?" Pete asked, curious about why adults would discuss such things.
Royce and Ruby—so engrossed they had not noticed the young people return—looked at each other like kids caught in the cookie jar.
After a moment, Royce answered, "We were talking about ancient buildings: dolmens, barrows, pyramids, Stonehenge.  I said the people who built Stonehenge sure knew what they were doing."
"I saw it on TV; some scientist—Carl Sagan, I think—said it was some kind of calendar, but it didn't make a whole lot of sense to me," Pete said, sounding as adult as possible.
"Good for you," Royce said, glancing at Ruby.  He paused a moment, then—a decision made—went on.  "I think it might be a calendar, but it may have been more."
"Like what?"  Glory showed interest as her mother came out on the porch.
"Well, let's see, if it was just a calendar, why did it need to be so massive?  Some of those stones weighed tons, and the large trilithons—the arches in the inner circle—are made from stones that came from over fifty miles away.  Why bother going to the incredible work of hauling tons of rock across rolling terrain when there were other stones just as large a few miles away?"  Royce raised his bushy, gray eyebrows, punctuating the question.
"Beats me," Pete shrugged.  "Maybe the rocks were special."
Royce slapped a mosquito on his thigh.  "Good an answer as any.  They contain quartz crystallite, a common-enough rock, but with some pretty unusual properties."
Royce had everyone's attention.  "For instance, did you ever see a man light an acetylene torch with something like a pair of tongs?  Tension striking hammers: they quit using them in the sixties.  On one end, there's a steel striking head—a little like a hammer—on the other a female cup to receive the hammer.  Inside the cup is a quartz crystal.  The striking hammer exerts a strong amount of pressure on the quartz's surface.  When the pressure releases, the quartz zaps out about twenty-thousand volts.  It does not have much amperage, but its spark is enough to ignite gas coming from the torch's nozzle."
"I didn't know that," Ruby said.  "That's really interesting.  I knew quartz crystal is what they polished up and used for crystal balls.  I saw some for sale.  They were hundreds of dollars.  Two's wife knows a woman in Cedartown who says she can heal with crystals.  I guess they would be quartz too, though when it comes to healing, I think herbs and plants are probably best."
"Don't forget radios," Royce added.  "Radio transmissions are picked up by crystals of quartz.  Different shapes pick up different frequencies.  And watches run a steady current of electricity into quartz, and even pulses come out; nobody knows why it works."
Pete was really interested.  "What does all this have to do with Stonehenge?"
"I'm getting to it if you'll give me a minute," Royce responded.
"Stonehenge is just one of thousands of age-old stone sites in Europe.  There are over four thousand standing stones and structures in England and Ireland alone.  Granted, Stonehenge is more impressive than a big old, eroded stone standing up by itself in some farmer’s field—and it's certainly more important—but it's part of a network of stones, all containing quartz crystallite.
"Those paths you and Pogo found today, they're part of the same network."  Royce looked at Pete, then at Irene.  "But if I tell you what I think, you'll think I'm a crazy old coot."
"No, I won't!" Pete said quickly, wanting to hear more.
"Me either," Glory said, turning more toward Royce, bumping her knee against Pete's thigh.
"Go ahead."  Ruby laughed.  "Everybody already knows you're a crazy old coot."
"In England, they call the straight paths, like the ones you found, leys.  These leys, or lines, run straight as arrows, connecting and interconnecting thousands of stone sites.  No one really knows for certain what they are or what created them.  I think they are like power lines, and the standing stones are like transformers, amplifiers, and capacitors, creating and controlling energy, forming a power grid, a kind of force field.
"In China, the paths are called lung-mei, which means paths of the dragon.  They believe the lines extend all over the planet.  In Australia and North America, they were called Creation Paths, haunted by mythological gods and great primeval serpents.  In South America, they run all over the place, linking native shrines.  In Ireland, they call them fairy paths.
"The point is, the paths are found all over the world.  The unusual thing about the ones you found is that they are visible.  That’s a one in a billion.  Normally dowsers feel them more than see them.  Ruby, would you get me your Bible?” Royce asked, pulling a pair of reading glasses from his shirt pocket.
"I'll fix some tea," Irene said, following Ruby.
Glory stood up to stretch.  Pete shadowed her.
"This is weird," Pete said.  "Even weirder than the role-playing game I was in."
"Was it Dungeons and Dragons?" Glory asked.
"No, it was something else.  Man, Myth and Magic was the name, I think.  Anyway, we—the players—were a group of adventurers in old-time England, and we went to Stonehenge on a certain day—the first day of summer—something to do with the sun."
"The summer solstice?" Royce asked, interested.
"I think so.  Anyway, it was kind of fun.  We got to pretend we were characters from history.  I was a Gladiator, and—well, it was kind of fun."  Pete trailed off; afraid Glory might think the whole idea childish.
"I know, I played D and D with a group for a while, but the boy who ran the game kept killing everybody, and we lost interest."  Glory added, "He was kind of a nerd anyway."
Ruby emerged, handed a sizable King James Bible to Royce, then held the door for her daughter, who was bringing a tray loaded with tea glasses.
Everyone took a glass of sweetened iced tea.
Royce set his glass on the floor by the chair, opened the Bible, found the Book of Jeremiah, cleared his throat, and read.  "‘Thus saith the Lord.  Stand ye in the ways, and see, and ask for the old paths, where is the good way, and walk therein, and ye shall find rest for your souls.’"
Thumbing through the book, he continued, "Another interesting aspect from religion is people talk about walking the 'straight and narrow' path.  Well, I've never seen paths more straight or narrow than the leys we found today.  And another thing: most churches have what they call 'layman'—people supposed to set an example by walking 'straight and narrow' paths—, and if you look up layman, you'll find it was originally ley-man.
"I'm not going to read all this next part," Royce said, fingering a place in the book, "so I'll tell you a little.  The Philistines captured the Ark of the Covenant from the Hebrews.  The Ark was powerful, and God put plagues and punishment on the Philistines until they finally decided to send it back.  They hitched it in a wagon pulled by two oxen and sent them off, with no driver.  Now here's what it says.
"‘And the kine,’ oxen," he explained, "‘took the straightway of Bethshemesh and went along the high way, lowing as they went, and turned not aside to the right hand or the left; and the lords of the Philistines went after them unto the border of Bethshemesh.’
"‘And the cart came into the field of Joshua, a Bethshemite, and stood where there was a great stone; and they clave the wood of the cart and offered the kine a burnt offering unto the Lord.’"
Royce closed the book.  "Now I'm not Billy Graham, but I've studied the Bible, at least the parts that interest me.  I asked a fellow to look up the verse in the original language and give me a literal translation.  Know what he told me?"  All eyes were on Royce.  "He said the ‘great stone’ translates to great as in powerful, like a great king, not great as in large."
Royce put the Bible in his lap and took a deep drink of tea.
Pete watched him a moment, then spoke.  "You still haven't told us what you think those things are or what they're for."
"Well, I was coming to that, young fella."  Royce winked.  "But it takes a little explaining, or you will think I'm ready for the loony bin.
"Where were we?  We know these leys, and standing stones were already old before the events of the Old Testament.  We also know they are somehow part of the net, affected by and affecting the Earth's magnetic field.  A flow of energy washing over the planet's surface, affected not only by the terrain over which it passes but also by the alignment of other bodies in the solar system.  For example, the moon's cycle works on the magnetic field the same way it does the tides.  In fact, a lunar eclipse has a more drastic effect on the magnetic field than any other single recurring event.  The sun's position, sun storms, and sunspots have a direct effect on the magnetic field.  Monitoring stations set up around the globe measure periodic and cyclical variations in the magnetic field to provide accurate figures for correcting compasses.
"The point is, thousands of years ago, man not only knew about the energy fields, but he also constructed mammoth structures to influence this force."
"But why?  What did they get out of it?" Glory quizzed.  "It must have taken years to build things like Stonehenge.  Why did they do it?"
Royce went on, looking from Pete to Glory, watching their reactions.  "Right, but in some cases, it took generations, not years, to finish the structures.
"No one knows why they did it.  There're plenty of theories, ranging from calendars to observatories, to religious temples, to just about anything you care to think of, including landing pads for UFOs.  Some of them are almost as crazy as mine."
Pete was interested but growing impatient.  "Well, what is your theory?  You're killing us with suspense."
"Here goes, just nobody go calling the men with the white jackets."  Royce finished his tea, rattled the ice cubes in the glass, and set it down.”
"The Australian aborigines believe these paths were built by beings from the Dream Time, an endless age which came before man and," Royce paused to ensure he had their attention, "still continues to exist in a different dimension.
"In Ireland—where they call the leys Fairy Paths—the myths say fairies used the paths to pass between their underground kingdom and our surface world.  It doesn't take much imagination to translate the underground kingdom to another dimension.
"In China, Spirit Paths leading to sacred sites are supposed to connect this world to an older spirit world.  The Incas of South America used their lines to help them communicate with a sky-world.  The Druids in Britain believed there was another dimension connected to ours by the heavens."
Royce took a deep breath, then concluded.  "The theory is there are other dimensions connected to our own.  The magnetic field has something to do with the connection.  Man figured it out and built the stone sites to manipulate the energy to close the doors between dimensions.  Of course, he could only close the doors on land; the ones at sea, like the Bermuda Triangle, are still there."
"I get it."  Pete wore a look of inspired understanding.  "That's why they call it Stonehenge.  Like a door's hinge."
Royce was surprised.  "That's good thinking.  You may be right.  A hinge is what opens and closes a door."  Royce was impressed.  There was more to tell, but this was enough for the moment.  He wanted it to sink in.
Pete looked proud to have made the discovery.  Then he added, "This is kind of like one of those science-fiction movies where monsters come from another dimension, and we have to send them back, except the old-time dudes figured out how to shut the door between worlds."
Ruby slapped her leg.  "Don't that beat all!  You know, the Indians knew about those lines and other worlds.  There are even legends the lines were used for mental communication, like long-distance phone lines for telepaths."  She pronounced the last word, ‘tell-E-paths.’
"You know, by the time the whites understood the difference between a warrior and peaceful tribes and quit killing and resettling Indians, about 90 percent of their folklore was lost.  The few stories we know were handed down from one generation to the next and were generally believed by many tribes."
Ruby stood up and stepped off the porch, turned, and continued.  "No secret, my grandmama was full-blooded Cherokee, and I'm proud of it.  She taught me a lot about nature's ways.  Important things most folks never knew and never will, and it's a real shame.
"She taught me some Cherokee legends.  The shaman, a combination medicine man/priest, was supposed to tell them, but by the time I came along, there weren't any more shamans.
“There's one about a red-headed warrior,” she smiled at Pete, “named Wadiwala, who battled with creatures from another world then built a stone wall to keep them out."
She put her hands on her hips and looked into the night sky, spotted with cottony clouds given silver edges by a rising full moon.
"A Blue Moon's comin'.  You kids know what a Blue Moon is?" Ruby interrupted herself.
"No, tell us," Glory answered.
"Every so often, there's a full moon early in the month and another before the end of the same month.  It doesn't happen much, but that's where the expression 'once in a blue moon' comes from."  Ruby examined the moon as if waiting for its expression to change.
Ruby stretched.  "Indians knew there were other worlds besides this one.  Matter-of-fact, there are some pretty good stories about battles fought with invaders from other worlds, but I reckon you kids are starting to get bored with us old folks talking."
"Unh-unh," Pete said.  "This is almost as good as watching a movie."
A pair of headlight beams swept across the house's front as a car pulled in the driveway.
"That's Charlie," Irene said, standing up and going through the back door.
Ruby and Royce followed.  Pogo, tail wagging, bounded jauntily around the house, leaving Glory and Pete alone.
"Pretty weird stuff," Pete said, gazing into her eyes.
"Sure is.  They've told some pretty wild stories before—about home remedies, Indian curses, voodoo, and things—but this is the wildest."  Glory stood up, brushed the seat of her pants, and stepped lightly into the backyard, just out of the light from the porch.
Pete saw her in the darkness, looking back at him.  He got up and joined her.
"I guess things are a lot different in California," she said as he stopped next to her.  "I mean, all those big cities, the beach, and all those beautiful girls in bikinis."
Pete thought of home.  Sure, things were different, but not always better.  If it was so great, how come he ran away?  "I guess there's a lot of differences. some good, some not so good.  I'm glad I'm here now,” he admitted.
"Why?"  Glory turned to face him, her right hand brushing against his thigh.
"Oh, I don't know, maybe because I was tired of hitchhiking.  Maybe Royce and Pogo: they're a trip.  And," looking at her in the shadowy night, his voice unsure, he said, "maybe being with you.  You're—I don't know—nice, I guess.  I like being with you."
"Why Pete Mason," she feigned a Southern Belle accent, "we just met.  But I must confess, I find you most attractive myself."
Pete laughed nervously.  She did not.  Glory stepped up to him, took his hands in hers, closed her eyes, and rose on her toes, lips moistened in anticipation.
Charlie McFarland had just spent six hours with the county crime-lab people at the murder scene.  He was tired, puzzled, and confused.  A check on the abandoned Chrysler confirmed it was overdue for return and had been rented to Tom Mason, who was listed as missing by his wife in Dallas.  Now he had a missing-person report in addition to two local moonshiners with caved-in heads, not to mention a big-ass boat sitting on a mountain.  His experience told him it was too much, too close together to be coincidence.  It would eventually tie together somehow, but right now, he only wanted to eat dinner, take a shower, and sleep.
"Hi, hon."  Irene gave him a hug and a kiss.  She had to stretch to reach his lips.
"Hey, babe."  He kissed her, then asked, "Have any trouble on the trip?"
"Yes.  Glory was upset about spending the weekend away from her friends, but she's making a new friend and doesn't seem to mind being at Grandma's at all."  Irene grinned and winked.  It was a devilish grin, and it made her eyes twinkle.  An expression Charlie loved.  It let him know his wife was happy, and everything was all right.
"Hello, you big dumb mick!"  Ruby gave him a hug.  "Good to see you."  She always teased her son-in-law about his Irish heritage.  He once made the mistake of joking about her Indian bloodlines, and she had held the upper hand in their teasing since.
"Smells like you've been in the firewater again, squaw."  He returned the hug.  Seeing Royce behind her, he smiled.  "Hello, Royce.  You doing okay?"
"Okay, for an old guy," Royce responded.
"Where's Glory?" Charlie asked.
"Outside with her new friend," Irene answered.
"Must be some new friend," her father remarked.  "First she gets in a twit about being uprooted from her friends in record time, then she's outside after nine, away from the television.  Who is it, anyway?"
Royce answered, "Pete Mason, my great-nephew, Tom Mason's boy."
The relaxed friendliness drained from Charlie's face.  "Where's his father?"
Royce noticed the changed expression.  "Don't know.  I haven't seen him."  Sensing seriousness in Charlie's bearing, he continued, "I picked Pete up yesterday.  He was hitchhiking east of Anniston."
"Runaway?"  Charlie had seen plenty of them in the last few years.  Kids on the road—no money, no place to go—running away from life.  Many vanished forever.
"I suppose," Royce answered, closely watching the deputy's expression.  "But it's nothing we can't work out.  No need to bring in outsiders."
"Have you called his family?"  Charlie's mood suddenly became official.
"No.  The boy doesn't want me to.  I figured he'd come around in time," Royce said, looking sheepish as he realized how lame it sounded.
Charlie thought a moment.  Everyone waited.  "I found his father's car today, abandoned along the Little River.  It was stuck in the mud a good way off the road."
Royce looked completely puzzled.  Ruby and Irene exchanged glances.
"Look.  I'm not a hard-ass.  You know that.  But I've got a murder investigation, a missing- person report on Tom Mason, a runaway boy and a," he started to mention the boat in the woods, thought better of it and corrected himself, "a lot of pieces that don't fit the puzzle.  Until I get some answers, I don't want Pete leaving here, do you understand, Royce?"
"I'll have a talk with him," Royce said flatly.
"So will I, in a minute, but I want you to give me his phone number.  I'm sure his mother's worried sick, especially now her husband's missing," Charlie chastised.
"I don't have her number.  His parents are divorced.  I'll try to find out and give it to you."  Royce was aggravated at being spoken to like a child, even though he realized Charlie was right.  "Don't go scaring the boy, or he's liable to bolt, and that won't do anybody any good."
"I'm not going to scare him; I'm going to make sure he understands he better stick around,” Charlie said before walking out.  He was exhausted.  The only thing he wanted to do was go to bed, but this had to be done.
"That you, Glory?" Charlie asked, peering into the darkness.
"Yes, Daddy," the girl answered.
Pete pulled away so quickly he nearly fell, pulling Glory off balance before she released her grip.
"Come on up and introduce your friend," Charlie said.
The young people came up on the porch.  Pete noticed Mr. McFarland was big, maybe six-five, and wore a police uniform and an automatic pistol.
"I'm Charlie McFarland, Glory Ann's dad."  He held out his hand, watching closely.
Great, Pete thought, just what I need, a cop for her father.  "Hi," Pete managed as he shook hands.
"Have a seat, Pete."  Charlie motioned for him to take one of the chairs. "Glory, would you go in and fix me a plate?"
"Dad-dee?" she whined, flashing a look of playful warning.
"I'm not going to chase off your friend.  Go on.  We'll be along in a minute."  Charlie turned to Pete.
"Pete, we just met.  You don't know me, and I don't know you.  But this could be serious, so please tell the truth and don't waste time, all right?"
Pete nodded.
"Do you know where your father is?"  Charlie studied the boy for nonverbal reactions.
"Dallas, I guess.  That's where he lives."  Pete was frightened but growing angry.  It seemed Royce had turned him in after all.
"I know he lives in Dallas, but do you know where he is now?"
"No."  Pete shook his head.
"When's the last time you saw your father?"  Charlie wanted answers to help fit pieces in the puzzle, but he wasn't receiving any.
"Last Christmas, when I went to visit.  Why?"  Pete's fear of being discovered by the law was transforming into something else.
Charlie felt the boy was telling the truth.  "Your dad's car was abandoned a few miles from here.  It's off the road, and we haven't been able to find him."  There was no point telling the boy about the murders.
Pete's face changed instantly from nervous concern to pale dread.  Charlie saw the alteration and went on, trying to comfort the boy.  "He probably had car trouble, went to get some help, and hasn't been able to get back yet."
It was an unlikely story, but better than one about Tom Mason wandering into a moonshiners' still and bashing two heads in.
"Anyway, I figured you for a runaway soon as Royce told me your name and said he hadn't heard from your dad.  I don't know why you ran away or how you wound up here.  To tell the truth, right now, I really don't care.  But I want your word you won't leave Royce's until I get these other cases worked out.  Royce says you'll be good to your word, and I trust his opinion.  So what do you say, do I have it?"
Mr. McFarland stuck out his hand as if to shake on a deal.  He wasn't smiling, and Pete realized he was being trusted as an adult for the first time in his life.  He didn't think long.  He stuck out his hand.  "You have my word."
"Come get it, Daddy.  Your child slave has made your supper," Glory teased, sticking her head out the door.
They went in.  Royce stood inside, key ring in hand.  "About time, we headed back.  Pete?"
"Guess so," Pete answered.
They said good night and left.  Neither talked during the short ride, though Pogo barked excitedly from the truck bed when a rabbit darted across the wet dirt road.
At the house, Royce offered Pete a peppermint stick.  "Good for digestion after a big meal," he said.
Pete was quiet.  What was his dad doing here?  Looking for him?  Where was he?  Was he all right?  Then it occurred to him: these were the same questions his mother would ask.
"Worried about your dad?"
Pete nodded, keeping the peppermint stick in his mouth so he wouldn't have to talk.
"May not help much but let me tell you something else about Stonehenge and the other sites in England."  Royce held the candy like a pointer.
Pete took his from his mouth.  "What?"
"You're a Mason, like your dad and me.  Masons take care of themselves and others too.  Do you know what your name means?"
Pete shook his head to indicate he didn't.
"It means a person who builds things from stones.”
Royce thought a second, then decided it couldn't hurt to say more at this point.  "Maybe St. George, St. Michael, and St. Margaret killed the last dragons, but the reason they were the last dragons was we Masons built the stoneworks to shut the doors so those things couldn't cross from their world to ours.  At least we closed the doors in Britain, where our ancestors came from.  There were others over the world who closed their own doors with stone circles, spirit paths, Indian mounds, or whatever.  But over the years, those megalithic sites have been destroyed, one by one, until I wonder if there's enough network left to keep the door closed."
Royce stood and opened the door, so Pogo could come in.  Turning to Pete, he questioned, "Do you think I'm crazy?"
Pete thought about it.  The old man in the baggy pants was weird, into strange things that made some horror movies seem boring, but he wasn't crazy.  "No," Pete said, "you're not nuts, but I'm beginning to think maybe I am.  I ran away from home, probably worried my mom to death, and now my dad's out there somewhere looking for me.  I guess I've made a real mess."
"We'll get it all straightened out.  Tomorrow I think you ought to call your mom.  Don't you?"
"Yeah, I guess."
"But first I want you to come with me.  We've got some things to do to uphold the Mason tradition in our part of the world.  We have to make sure the door stays shut.  Will you help?  Even if you think I'm acting like a crazy old coot?”  Royce was serious but wore a reassuring smile.
"Sure," Pete said, putting his arm around Pogo's neck as the wild-haired dog sat and leaned against him.

FIFTEEN
The clan quickly put a great distance between themselves and the feast of strange prey.  It would be several hours before the urge to feed gripped them again.  Leader and Scout focused on avoiding predators.
Around noon, the wind picked up, swirling dust through the air.  The clan moved against a fierce dust storm, turning the air brownish red, reducing visibility to a few feet.  Following a line of power, they entered a rocky canyon where caves and deep crevices were plentiful.
Many creatures took shelter from the storm in the caves, and each cave needed to be checked for other occupants.  On the third try, Scout mind-spoke he had found one.  It was a little small for the clan, but they crowded in, relieved to be out of the howling, wind-whipped, abrasive dust.
Watcher squatted near the narrow entrance.  As long as the storm raged, he could not see or sense more than a few feet from the cave.
By sunset, the storm had intensified to a screaming blackness.  Even the Great Flyers would have to remain above until it abated.  The clan linked minds with Speaker for the mind-speak with Others.
Through her, Leader told the story of the brown thing and foreign prey.  It reminded him of the paradise legend, and he wondered what others thought.
The relative safety brought by the storm allowed a longer mind-speak time.  Many clans participated in the mind-speak, but few added anything new.  Most spoke about the howlers' ability to see into paradise.  Many believed they went mad from seeing it, causing their recent strange behavior.
It was the consensus that something had affected the howlers' behavior.  The brown thing's materialization at the Path of Two Hands, combined with the unusually strong effect the full moon was having on the lines of power, made many think a sacred time was nearing.
As the mind-speak ended, a longclaw from the Clan of Two Rivers began a strange tale.


The Clan of Two Rivers crossed the Plain of Fire, a mesa- and volcano-littered bowl between two towering mountain ranges.  They had just passed a place where three lines of power intersected when a spinner attacked.  It scampered from behind a mesa, its many legs—like galley oars—propelling it forward.  Dozens of thick, sticky strands of cord-like web dangled from its underside.  The rhythm of the creature’s movement caused each strand to gyrate in tight circles.  If a strand brushed against another creature, it stuck fast and rose slowly.  The trapped animal spun, wrapping itself in a cocoon that eventually attached itself to the spinner’s belly, where it stayed until eaten.
They fled.  The Watcher followed after the clan as it retreated.  In the excitement of escape, he ran through the point where the lines of power crossed.  Blinded by brightness, running at full speed, hands shielding squinted eyes, he crashed into a tree, knocking himself out.  When he regained consciousness, it was night.  He marveled at his survival.  Amazingly, he sensed no predators.
Though night, the sky was bright, clear.  The air—rich with unknown scents—was exhilarating.  Soft, moist ground was covered with growth.  The scent of food came from every direction, yet there was no sign of predators.
He moved cautiously toward the strongest odor.  Cresting a gentle hill and gazing on a herd of grazing beasts, he froze, wondering why they had not fled.  Sensing his presence, they made worried moans and moved away.  They were incredibly slow.  He overtook them easily, selected a victim, and cut its throat with two clean slashes.  The beast's knees buckled, and it thudded to the ground.  The longclaw fell on its neck, drinking deeply, sucking the gushing blood in gulping swallows, gorging himself.
Sated, he tested the air.  The herd had moved out of sight but stopped surprisingly nearby.  He was full.  The corpse would draw meat-eating predators, so he trotted away, sniffing the air, wary of hidden foes.
He found no foes, only food.  It was everywhere.  In herds or singly, the prey’s quantity overwhelmed him.  He found a small cave and rested.  He wondered if he had died in the spinner attack and his spirit sent to paradise.  But when the sun rose, and a blinding, white-hot ball filled the shallow cave with searing light, he knew this was not paradise.  He was all but blind in the day.  He squatted in the cave all day.  Facing a corner, arms crossed over his eyes; he was constantly terrified some unknown beast would reach in and yank him into tooth-filled jaws.
Nothing happened.  When it became dark enough to see, ravenous hunger replaced his fear.  His urge to feed would have forced him to become a blind hunter if the torturing sun had hung in the sky another hour.
He found and killed another herd animal.  It was so easy, taking only minutes to satisfy his deep hunger.  He spent the night investigating his surroundings.
He found himself on rolling ground, covered with green growth that the herd animals grazed.  The grassy plain was surrounded by forest, with trees far taller than the scrubby trees of his world.  Shaded from the rising bright moon, he chose to stalk prey in the forest.
He stealthily tracked a pack of furred creatures.  Faster than the herd animals, senses better, they were harder to catch.  Becoming aware of him, they howled shrilly and broke into a run.  He gave chase.
The creatures darted in single file—shadow-like—through thick undergrowth, leaping fallen trees.  The longclaw was almost on them when a lightheaded blackness filled his vision, and he collapsed, breathing in short, fast bursts.
Incapacitated, he waited for the pack of sleek, gray animals to return and eat him.  It seemed a long time before he breathed normally again.  He realized the air seemed thinner here, with no trace of sulfur as in his world.


The storm ended, and survival again became the key issue for the longclaw clans.  The one telling the story mind-spoke that he must move but concluded his participation by saying he stayed in the other world a long time.  If it was paradise, then paradise had its own demons.  Finally, luckily, he returned to his harsh, unforgiving world, only steps from where he had been as he fled the spinner.  He could see his clan, barely ahead of the pursuing creature, so he could have been gone no longer than a few moments, yet he had lived in paradise for an incredibly long time.
His communication ended as he fled whatever current horror stalked him.
With the mind-speak session over and the storm still passing, the clan's members enjoyed a brief respite of relative safety.  Leader and Speaker relieved Watcher at the cave entrance.  Watcher and Leader's mother mated in the back of the cave.  Speaker nursed her baby and told it stories.
"Paradise, Other Place, filled with food.  There, clans hunt but are not hunted.  There, clans feed but are not eaten.”  She shifted the voraciously sucking baby to her other breast.  "Long ago—more seasons than there are killing claws among all longclaws—World Mother showed paradise.  Some crossed to Other Place.  Flyers, howlers, longclaws: all could cross at sacred times.  But World Mother became angry; she bent the lines of power and closed the way to paradise.  Now, we please World Mother, help clan, obey leader, have many young, then World Mother put longclaw spirit on path to Other Place when longclaw is killed."
Leader looked out into the dying storm, thoughts on the day's unusual events.  The brown thing almost certainly came from the Other Place, a gift from the World Mother.  Then there had been the longclaw's story about going to paradise.  Leader would try to locate and mind-speak with him again.  His thoughts drifted to stories about the howlers' gift.
During sacred times, when lines of power peaked, certain howlers could see into the Other Place with their minds, or so went the legends.
If the Other Place was real—if howlers could see into it, if the longclaw had somehow been transported, and if the brown thing bearing so much food came from there—then would it be possible to go there, to take his clan to paradise without being killed?  The concept was too much for him to understand at one time.  Leader was confused.  He had learned—as did all longclaws—that the only path to paradise was through death after serving the clan.
Yet a longclaw who had been there was alive.  The brown thing was not the fabric of some ancient story.  It was as real as the blood of the creatures it had carried.  If the howlers could see paradise, then it must be real.  If he could learn the secret of the howlers' gift, there might be a way to paradise.
The storm dropped to gusty winds, lifting and dropping grit from miles away.  Hunger gnawed.  Soon they must kill and feed.  Leader mind-spoke, "Hunt."
They left the cave at a steady trot.  Skirting a boulder-strewn area, the clan headed for a place of deep canyons where hunting was sometimes good.

SIXTEEN
Scout's mate delivered a female child soon after Speaker's twins.  Leader's mother had recently birthed a male from her union with Watcher during the great sandstorm, bringing the clan's population to eleven.  The clan was dangerously large, considering four were not mature.  The twins—nine months old—kept up with the clan, but it would be six or seven more months before they assumed a full role.  Scout's mate's offspring was a month behind the twins, and the newest infant had to be carried for another month.
Leader decided the clan must split.  In addition to having too many young, his son—a hunter—had no mate.  Soon his urges would compel him to challenge another male for dominance.  A challenge usually resulted in at least one death and sometimes involved the leader.  There were not enough adults to form two clans, so, through a mind-speaking session, Leader arranged to meet another large clan.  Two clans would meet briefly, and three smaller clans would leave.
Because the gathering would bring together over twenty longclaws, Leader selected a low area for the encounter.
Low areas were bowl-shaped plains between rugged mountain ranges.  While most of the world was barren—other than prolific lichen carpets—these areas were clogged with hardened plant life; life that was death to most animals attempting to traverse them.
Fang-throwers consisted of a central, umbrella-like, notched stalk surrounded by long, stiff leaves that grew into one of the umbrella notches.  As each leaf grew, it cocked, forcing itself to bend outward, forming a natural catapult.  Each leaf held hundreds of hollow, poison-filled darts that went flying when nearby vibrations or sound triggered the plants.
Mixed among the deadly fields, bladders floated at varying heights, tethered by slender, hollow, tube-like stems.  Their central roots anchored them, while surface roots spread, forming sensitive trip lines that caused the tube around the bladder to contract, squeezing out a spray of deadly gas.
Acidic rains kept these and other horrors alive in the low areas.  The poor soil and harsh environment evolved many plants into killers capable of producing their own fertilizer.
Swarms were billions of tiny, gnat-like creatures.  Their light touch allowed them to feed on the deadly plants without triggering their arsenals.  After feeding, they deposited eggs on plant leaves then died, giving back to the ground what they took.  Swarms never sought animal flesh, but if a creature blundered into the seething cloud, it would have the swarm's eggs implanted under its skin.  When the eggs hatched, the larvae tunneled through flesh, eating their way out as they matured, ready to breed and die.  The process was painful, took several days, and always caused a fatal infection.
The two clans met at the edge of one of these ecological slaughterhouses.  The other clan had lost two members on the journey.  The leaders exchanged greetings, then decided on the new clan's composition.  Watcher—Leader's mother—and her infant were the third clan’s first members.
The other clan's leader had no adult son, so Leader's son became the third clan's leader.  He chose to keep his current mate and child.  A young hunter—who would mate with the child in a few months—joined, and the new clan formed and left.
Leader's clan received an older female to mate with his youngest son.  The clan also added a young hunter to mate with Leader's daughter when she reached maturity.  When they left, there were seven: Leader, Speaker and the twins, the new scout, and his new mate, and the young hunter who became the clan's new Watcher.
This new group trotted away from the exposed lowlands returning to the canyons and mountains where more familiar dangers existed.
Since the clan structure was natural for longclaws, the new members functioned as smoothly as if they had been with this clan all their lives.

SEVENTEEN
The clan migrated west for better hunting.  Far from the Path of Two Hands, they crested a mountain and looked upon an awesome vista.  A plateau stretched before them.  Rising gently for twenty miles, it then swept upward, forming the base of the Mother of Mountains.  Only the lower fifth of the dormant volcano was visible.  The rest vanished in a permanent layer of thick clouds.  Its final twenty thousand feet emerged into clear, thin atmosphere above.  Between them and the great mountain, smaller active vents pumped smoke and ash plumes into the dark sky.
Thick, yellow layers of brittle, sulfur-capped boulders were strewn across the plateau.  Fine, gray ash settled gently on everything, only to be whisked away by the hot winds that occasionally created ash spouts on the desolate landscape.
Beyond the Mother of Mountains lay an endless, bright-green sea.  In it, other life-forms fought the constant struggle for survival.  The sea and land worlds would never merge.  The ocean creatures could not breathe the air, and the land creatures could not long endure the acid concentrations in the water.  There were a few species living between, visiting water and land.  Locked to the shores and shallows, these creatures were unable to penetrate either.
No thinking creature ventured across the ash desert.  Great flyers—elongated bodies with multiple pairs of tandem wings like aerial oars propelling immense living sky galleys—soared above the clouds, weaving between thermals from volcanic vents and feeding on creatures that dwarfed longclaws.  Smaller flyers made precarious homes in the same area.  They survived mostly on creatures snatched from the ocean's surface but often flew inland to catch unwary animals on the flatlands.
Keeping the awesome scene on the left, they followed a ridge north toward the Lake of Caves.
Halfway through the night, the ridge tapered downward, blending onto a valley floor where the clan made two kills and rested.  Progressing northward, the valley gradually became a deep, winding ravine.
The blackness of night lightened to a storm-fouled morning, and Leader became concerned.  Clouds from the west rolled in quickly, heavy with waters from the acid ocean.  There was danger here.
Within minutes the rain came.  Dumped from the sky, gallons washed over everything.  The water's acid content was annoying but not a real danger.
The clan moved forward, unspoken desperation in their pace.  They looked, searching for a cave high on the ravine's walls, as the first small streams flooded from the smaller gorges emptying into theirs.  Within minutes, they splashed through an ankle-deep, gray river chasing them through the canyon.  They feared the grayness.
Watcher heard it first.  From behind came the unmistakable slurping sound.
Though distant, volcanoes surrounded them.  Never-ending dust and ash settled, accumulating to depths of several feet on the mountains above the ravines and canyons.  The torrential rains turned the bone-dry ash into the gray ooze, which avalanched down the mountains' sides, picking up more wet ooze, mixing with more water, and accelerating as it descended into the canyons.
"Mud flood."  Watcher gave the alarm, as Leader heard the unmistakable sucking of gray slime pouring through the canyon.
There were no caves.  The narrow, shale ledges on vertically ridged walls would not hold their weight.  There was only one choice.  "Flee," came the order to the clan.
They ran, muscled legs knotting and stretching with each stride, splashing through ever-deepening and thickening waters on the canyon floor.  The clan traveled at top speed: nearly seventy miles per hour.  Incredibly, what had become a twenty-foot wall of slimy mud closed on them from behind.
Ahead, more mud gushed from a tributary.  Soon the clan would slow, and the racing wall of shimmering mud would engulf them.  Desperately, Leader searched for a way out.
Scout made an abrupt left turn into a ravine feeding the main canyon, and the clan followed.  The floor widened, littered with eroded, tall stones standing like claws, pointing accusingly toward merciless clouds.  Mud was knee-deep as the clan spread out, each climbing one of the stones.
A mud wall raced by the entrance to the side canyon, and twenty feet of mud gushed into their channel.  They stayed there—miserably exposed to the rain—hugging or squatting on the tops of stones.  The mud rose up the sides of the stones, stopping only a foot below their tops.
When the rain stopped, they anxiously watched the mud river recede.  Many animals died in the flood, and death's smell was strong.  The storm had kept flyers away, but now the tempest had passed, the normal, yellow-brown, sulfur-laden clouds hid any flyers investigating the odor of prey.
Watcher's eyes strained at the low clouds for signs of trouble.  He saw shapes gliding in the sinister clouds.
Two small flyers with eight-foot wingspans dropped from the clouds.  Flying in line, silent as the wind they rode, they swooped straight toward Speaker.
"Flyers," Watcher warned.
Speaker saw them and recognized the danger.
The longclaws were trapped on separate stones, isolated from each other.  Speaker was on her own.
The flyers unclenched hooked claws for the kill.
Speaker waited until the last possible instant then, holding to the natural column's top, dropped opposite the approaching flyers.
As if they expected it, the first flyer banked left and soared at Watcher.  The second banked right, circling and climbing.
Watcher executed a copy of Speaker's maneuver and barely avoided the passing talons.
The rest of the clan watched, wanting to help but afraid they would be the next target.
The circling flyer made a second pass at Speaker.  She scampered to put the stone finger between them.  When it became apparent the flyer was too nimble and adjusted its attack, she found purchase for her hooves and waited.
As the flyer opened its spiked feet, Speaker leaped from the column.  Her right killing claw ripped through the flyer's wing.
She fell into the mud.  Though its level was down, it was still over her head, and she sank, trying to reach the nearby stone.
Leader watched helplessly as she vanished under the gray ooze, reaching upward, hands only inches from the stone.
The wounded flyer listed as it swung around to pick another target.
The first flyer dove at Watcher again.  Hanging nearly helplessly, he prepared to execute the same maneuver that had sent Speaker beneath the slimy grayness below.
Suddenly the flyer turned away, frantically climbing.
The clouds roiled; a thick snakelike body dipped below the clouds then vanished back into them as it passed overhead.  Thick as a tusk—its great, scaled flanks marked occasionally by pairs of talons and wings—it was too large to see all at once.  It seemed to slide through the sky, going on forever.
Leader tore his eyes from the awesome beast at a sucking, burping sound.  Speaker had found the stone column.  Slowly she pulled herself from the gray goo.
They waited tensely for further attacks.
Finally, they climbed down and splashed through receding, gray mud, seeking an exit from the confining canyon.
Leader directed them northeast at a fork where the going was easier.  Though walking up an incline, they no longer sloshed through inches of gray goo.
The clan continued up the slope at a trot, covering twenty miles in less than an hour.  When they reached the rim overlooking the tranquil lake, they were ravenous.
The lake was a murky light green, occupying a dormant volcano's crater.  Nearly circular, and two miles in diameter, it was surrounded by steep walls of cooled lava perforated with thousands of holes, ranging from smaller than a longclaw's finger to thirty-feet-high caves.  It was here that, a few years ago, Leader had learned an important lesson.
The young longclaw left its mother's side and wandered a few yards to the cliff facing.  The clan was involved in the sunset mind-speak, and he was too young to participate.  He watched, fascinated, as two snappers ate their way through a lichen orchard.
Snappers were small, shelled creatures with scissor-like mandibles used to clip pieces from the various-sized and mute-colored lichen covering most of the world.  His species were drinkers, not eaters, but he had been sternly instructed never to put the deadly poisonous growths near his mouth.  Though poisonous to most life-forms, snappers and a dozen other creatures could digest it without harm.  Creatures like the shellback ate snappers, but even so, shellback's blood was poison to a longclaw.  But creatures like sharpbills ate shellbacks, and longclaws drank the sharpbills' unpleasant blood with no ill effects.
The little longclaw was not going to eat the snapper.  He only wanted to play with it.  He wanted to hold it and watch the mandibles open and close, slicing the lichen.  He took a step toward the two creatures.  Warily, they darted an equal distance closer to the cliff base, then resumed eating.
He took another step, and they vanished into a hole.  Squatting, he reached in, hoping to grab one and pull it out.
A non-longclaw observing the scene would have seen the infant throw his head back and issue a barely audible hiss while jerking a smoking right hand from the hole.  The nearby longclaws heard the youth's painful mind-scream as the snapper sprayed an acid stream across his palm.
Leader looked at his right palm.  The scar from the acid was a faint reminder that nothing is harmless.
They stopped so Scout's mate could have her child.  Leader's thoughts were occupied with the past, but when the baby came, he commanded the clan to move toward the lake.
They traveled the great distance to this place because it overlooked a breeding ground for runners.  Every year, the animals returned to ancestral places, where they formed new herds, mated, then vanished in every direction until next year.
Runners were among the strangest creatures.  Their four long legs carried them over long distances at speeds longclaws could not begin to match.  Their club-like tails were lethal to unwary predators approaching from the rear.  Their forequarters only made them more unusual.  A torso sat atop their front legs and chest.  A thick neck joined the torso to a long-jawed, triangular head, topped with a thick, hard plate.  Growing up from the forehead, the plate curved forward, tapering to a sharp point.  Two forearms ending in double-clawed hands completed the odd anatomy.
Unless sick or trapped, it was normally futile for longclaws to hunt the fleet runners.  They were faster than anything without wings.  They could change direction in an instant and run at top speed for long stretches.
Only when they gathered to herd and mate were they easy prey.  Even then, only the more clever and swifter animals could bring them down.  When runners answered strong sexual urges and returned to their breeding grounds, thousands were slaughtered.  During mating season, they became confused, often disoriented.  It was to this feeding ground Leader brought the clan.
When the newborn longclaw was half a day old, the clan gathered for the ritual.  Using a killing claw's tip, its mother sliced a small wound on her hand and held the baby, so it slurped the trickling blood.  After a moment, she handed him to Leader, who repeated the process.  The infant was passed from longclaw to longclaw until it had tasted each clan member's blood.  Reversing the process, the mother pricked the baby's hand and again passed it around, the clan tasting the child's blood.
Once the clan's lifeblood was shared, the mother began nursing, exchanging worried glances with Speaker.
The infant did not mind-cry.  Usually, infants mind-cried during birth.  On rare occasions, one would remain mute for a few moments after its birth as the brain awoke, but Scout's baby was half a day old.
If he did not speak by night, she would have to accept him as mind-deaf.  She held him closer, and he snuggled as he nursed.
As the gray day faded to blackness, there was no doubt the child lacked the ability to mind-speak.  Unable to communicate with the clan, it could not hope to survive.
From the cave below the volcano's rim, the clan looked out over the Plain of Thorns, where the first runners assembled.  It would be wasted effort to attack before the mating began, but the clan was hungry.  Leader led them down the steep, northern slope and over smooth arms of cooled lava to where the thorn thickets grew in clumps.
While this was a breeding ground for runners, there were still tusks, sharpbills, and shellbacks to be found.
Leader selected a clearing between the last lava flow and several large stands of thorns.  Scout and his mate walked to within a few strides of the largest tangle of barbed branches.  Scout held the infant under the shoulders while his mate broke first one, then the other of the child's legs at the knees.
The baby squirmed and threw his head back, hissing and striking at his assailants with immature claws.
Then she broke each of his arms and left him struggling on the hard ground.
The clan hid in the cooled lava flow, waiting for something to approach the bait.  In a few moments, their reward was a lone male tusk.  They drank deeply of its blood.
For a few days, the clan hunted the runners on the vast plains, and in turn, was hunted by other creatures.  Leader's clan began the hunt for the frenzied runners at the Lake of the Caves and, moving in an arc, finished the breeding season on Thorn Plain's eastern edge, closer to the Path of Two Hands.  When the last runner herds scattered from the plain, the longclaws descended the rocky crags overlooking Deep River and began the final leg toward familiar territory.
Longclaws could not swim.  In deep water, they would thrash about for a few seconds, but their heavy legs weighed them down.  Rivers and streams too wide to jump could usually be waded: not so with Deep River.  It would take days following the river upstream to reach a point either narrow enough to jump or shallow enough to wade.  There were, however, places where large rocks formed chains across the milky, grayish-yellow water.  It was possible to work across the waters, jumping from one stone to the next.

EIGHTEEN
Weeks passed.  The life of hunting and being hunted went on.  Watcher impregnated Leader's daughter, her twin brother functioned as the clan's lone hunter, and Scout impregnated his mate.
In spare moments—when his thoughts were not focused on eating or being eaten—Leader pondered paradise.  He tried vainly to mind-speak with the longclaw who had visited the Other Place.  Either he was dead or too distant to mind-speak.  Leader thought much about the howlers' gift and formed a plan.  It would be dangerous—circumstances would have to be perfect—but when the opportunity arose, he would chance it.  If the opportunity came, he might open the gates to paradise.
Power lines grew stronger with each lunar cycle.  The howlers became frenzied, attacking everything during these times.  Leader's clan had crossed the plain to the Path of Two Hands when the assault came.
Lines of power were strong here: too strong.  They caused the clan to feel disoriented, light-headed.  Leader had directed them away when the howlers sprang from behind rocks.
It was a small pack, but their numbers did not lessen their mindless ferocity.  The howlers came, high-pitched cries keening from massive, teeth-filled muzzles.  Snapping and drooling, maniacal eyes fixed on their prey.  They were among the clan in an instant.
Leader sensed more than saw the attackers.  He turned and saw them lunging into his clan.
Four howlers hurtled into the clan with no plan other than to kill longclaws.
Leader crouched, balled his hands into fists, extended his killing claws, and received the first attacker.  The beast was not stupid.  Rather than fly into waiting, pointed edges, he broke left as Leader braced for an impact that never came.  Speaker faced away, driving her own killing claws into another beast.  The howler that had avoided Leader’s waiting blades turned and hit Speaker in the back.
The howler reared to full height and crashed into Speaker, knocking her off balance.  Its gaping, powerful jaws gripped the back of her head and locked closed before they hit the ground.
The tremendous pressure cracked her cranium; long canine teeth crunched past broken skull into brain tissue.  Speaker's dead body quivered as the creature wildly shook her head.
It was too quick.  Leader changed direction as the howler turned but was too late to save Speaker.  Leader assailed the howler from behind.  He was on the howler’s back—claws embedded deeply between ribs, ripping upward—but as the howler twisted to meet Leader’s assault, Speaker’s head came with it.
The howler yelped in pain and turned to meet the attack. Leader’s left claw made a wet sound as it pulled from the howler's body then rammed upward.  The point entered between the howler's jawbones, pierced the tough hide, and continued into the brain, killing it instantly.  Speaker’s head flew from the howler’s jaws.
Leader freed his weapons from the limp creature, assessing the rest of the clan.
His son—one of Speaker's twins—lay on his back, alive but eyes glazing, entrails streaming from a gaping hole.  Watcher and Scout had minor wounds.  Three howlers were dead, bodies strewn, their blood not taken as food.  It was the worst insult, to be killed and not eaten.  The fourth, stabbed many times in the back, lay whimpering on its stomach, feebly crawling away.
Leader went to the surviving howler and knelt, straddling and pinning its shoulders.  The howler whined weakly, life draining away.
Leader gripped his enemy's head, closed his eyes, and mind-spoke with the howler.
Leader opened his own mind—uncharacteristically closing out all input from his environment—concentrating on the creature beneath him.  At first, it was like being in total blackness.  There was nothing.  For what seemed a long time, Leader felt lost, mind searching for anything other than the void.  Then a pinpoint of light flashed, and Leader made his mind move toward it.  Another tiny explosion of light—bigger, more intense—and suddenly there was an image, an image of a longclaw: his son.  Then came an image of a volcano, a cave at its base, a den of howler pups.  Images came incredibly fast.  Leader had no control.  They were random, disjointed, unending flashes of events.  He felt exhausted, wanting to stop the assault when he saw the moon.  Having never seen it before, it was strange he would know it.  It was bloated in its fullness, a pink-tinged, silver orb emitting brightly visible lines of power.  Then the moon’s image was replaced with knowledge.  Not thoughts like a longclaw, where language stitched ideas or communication into a larger fabric:  knowledge of the mind, the soul.  Leader seized it.  He did not understand it, but he sensed it was vastly important, and he seized those images of pure knowledge and burned them into his memory.
The images slowed.  Each mental picture remained a little less time before fading to the next: each a little weaker, more faded than the previous.  The howler was dying, life ebbing away.  As it crossed the veil between life and death, it gave one last image, and Leader saw the way to paradise.
"Flyers come," Watcher mind-spoke the second time.
Leader looked up from the lifeless howler sprawled beneath him.  He stood, distracted by the revelation.  "Flee," he said automatically, and the clan moved at a run.
Leader considered their new situation.  With Speaker's death, the widow from the other clan became his mate and new Speaker, leaving Scout without a female.  The new Watcher remained mated to his daughter, making the clan's population five: too small, especially with no hunters.  Leader did not like it, but it would be necessary to meet with a larger clan to increase their number.
It had been hours since they fed, and the urge to drink was overpowering.  He waited until they were a long way from the howlers’ encounter and then told Scout to hunt.
After feeding on six sharpbills, they followed a lesser line of power for half the night, then rested in a low cave.
Leader squatted in the rear of the cave, considering the dying howler's images.
He had learned a great deal.  During sacred times, when the bloated moon hung invisible behind clouds, the howlers stopped where lines of power intersected.  They freed their minds: like mind-speaking, but different.  Their minds—their essences—left their bodies, floating, hovering.  Then a howler became one with the intersecting lines of power's focus.  The others, sensing the union, lent their energy to the one and, magically, the freed spirit floated into paradise, loping over strange terrain on imagined legs, acutely aware of prey all around.
Leader's wonderment was only beginning.  He also learned the howler's spirit-like essence did not wander aimlessly about paradise.  There was purpose.  It sought creatures like those on the mysterious brown thing at the Path of Two Hands.  But not just any: it needed special ones, ones that could receive the phantom howler.  He learned these matings were rare.  Usually, the howler's essence was forced back as the moon set, breaking the link between worlds.  Sometimes, the unsuccessful hunt lasted hours—even days—in paradise, but only moments here.
He also saw images of what happened on those rare occasions when a howler found a host among paradise's puny, slow creatures.  He saw how they invaded the creature's mind and made its body an unwilling slave.
While the full moon inched across the sky, the howler—controlling the alien body—cavorted through a slaughter spree, killing, rending, ripping, tearing whatever it could catch as it tried with growing frustration to make the puny body move faster.  As the moon set, the link between worlds weakened, forcing the howler's essence back to its own harsh existence.
Leader learned the Other Place also possessed lines of power, but they had been altered, weakening the link between worlds.  He also knew that during sacred cycles, when the bodies of the sky aligned a certain way, the crossing could be made at times other than when the moon was in its fullness, and the links could be maintained for longer periods.  Sometimes whole howler packs crossed, bodiless hunters driven to fury by so much prey.  When they returned, overcome by hunger, and whipped into a feeding frenzy, they launched mindless attacks.  But no matter the price, they always returned to paradise, instincts locked on the rare opportunity to find a host.
The leader thought much about what he had learned.  The howlers found a way to send their mind to paradise, but the brown thing with the food animals, the longclaw who crossed, those had not been ghosts or mental crossings; they were physical.  There must be a way to cross his clan into paradise.  But something was missing, some vital clue, the final piece of the puzzle.
Watcher, his ear pressed against the cave floor, mind-spoke, "Cave-makers come."
Leader put his ear to the floor, listening to faint vibrations as the beasts tunneled.  They had stayed in the cave long enough for the vibrations caused by their movements to attract a pair of cave-makers.  They could have remained for a few more minutes, but Leader—feeling rested and with hunger gnawing—said, "Hunt."

NINETEEN
The Clan of Two Hands spent several months surviving their unforgiving world.  Leader was unable to arrange a clan exchange or locate the longclaw who crossed to the Other Place.
The clan exchange became pressing.  They were stalking a tusk herd through a narrow ravine.  The four animals—two adults and two sucklings—stopped to drink from a murky stream, and Leader devised a plan to separate the animals.
A clan with only five members was not large enough to attack four healthy tusks.  If they separated one from the herd, Watcher could keep the others at bay while the clan took the lone creature's blood.
Leader gave the order, and the clan rushed the group of heavy beasts.  The tusk didn't flee.
The big bull—twice Leader's size—faced its attackers.  It waited, head down, impressive racks of tusks open for battle, giving the female and young a head start.
Leader was concerned.  The clan could ill afford to lose a member, yet they must eat.  Surprise lost, the bull tusk would die, but how many longclaws would be injured or killed?  The clan was nearly on the stalwart beast.  It stood its ground.  Leader heard sounds behind him.
Spinning around and breaking off the attack, Leader saw Watcher's limp body lifted upward, skewered by four claws.  His lifeless form passed overhead, just out of reach, the lone flyer gaining altitude.
Confused by his attackers' halt, the bull tusk moved cautiously to catch his herd, continually casting mean glances back toward the clan.
Leader knew the clan could not survive with only four members.  Both his daughter and his mate were pregnant, but those additions would initially burden rather than help.  Other than Speaker, his daughter was the only female.  He and his son were the males, which meant no more mating for his daughter until a non-related male joined the clan.  Finding new clan members before the birthing was imperative.
They lived on small animals for the next few days, avoiding dangerous species.  Every evening during sunset mind-speaks they asked for a clan meeting, but luck was against them.  Many clans had recently split; there was none large enough to give up members.
Finally, a week before the first birth, they found a clan willing to part with a single male.  The two clans began their journeys to the selected meeting site.
They verged on suicidal hunger.  The small animals they killed barely allowed them to control the ravenous, gnawing drive to kill and drink.  One more clan member would not solve the problem, but it would help.
The meeting place was the Paths of Two Hands.  They were to rendezvous at sunrise, so Leader paced the small band so they did not arrive early and risk drawing predators.
When they arrived, the black night had barely lightened as an invisible sun rose behind bruised, brown clouds.  The mysterious brown thing that had brought prey from paradise still lay tilted to one side, ropes trailing from its end.
They waited an hour with no sign of the other clan.  Leader wisely moved his clan—circling to the other side, keeping to the boulders—trying to avoid detection.
Leader did not like meeting here, but the other clan came from too far to meet at a lowland.  With the lines of power becoming stronger each day, both leaders believed the Paths of Two Hands would be safe enough to allow one male longclaw to join Leader's clan.
Another hour passed.  Thinking of leaving, Leader glimpsed movement on the plateau's opposite rim.
They waited.  Moments later, scampering down the escarpment, came longclaws.  But there were only four.
Quickly, Leader moved his group forward and the clans met in a field of giant broken rocks along the plain's edge.
"Others?" Leader asked.
"Howlers, big pack, others killed." The one mind-speaking was the adult male.  In addition to him, there were his mate, a young male near maturity, and his mature mate.
Leader flexed killing claws.  There was no choice: the two clans must become one, but there could be only one leader, and the decision must be reached quickly.
Leader prepared to challenge when the other mind-spoke, "Howlers come."
The male had assumed the role of Watcher; Leader would not have to fight to remain clan ruler.
They left at a gallop.  The new watcher was mated with Leader's daughter, and his old mate went to Leader's son.  The clan was up to eight members.
That day they killed a bull tusk and its mate.  They did not know if it was the one that had escaped, but the blood was warm and plentiful, and they drank their fill.
At sunset, they paused for the mind-speak.  Leader once again tried to contact the one who visited the Other Place.
"That longclaw killed."
Leader was shocked, both at the answer and from where it came.  His clan's new Watcher had mind-spoke.
"When?" Leader asked.
"This day," came the response.
Leader had needed to mind-speak with the one who went to paradise.  He had hoped to learn enough to figure out how to cross.
He abruptly ended the group mind-speak and communicated with the new Watcher.  "Did that longclaw speak of paradise?"
"Many times."  Watcher squatted by the cave entrance, keen eyes on the darkness outside.
"What say that longclaw?"  Leader focused on the new member of his clan.
"Other Place, paradise of ancients.  Much food.  Longclaw stay long time, learn.  Paradise has demons.  Many demons.  Demons weak, slow: longclaw kill demons easy, but too many.  Demons hunt longclaw because longclaw kill food animals and kill demons."
Leader described the creatures from the brown thing.  "Same demons hunt that longclaw?"
"Yes, maybe.  This longclaw not see, only listen: but yes, seem same," Watcher answered, sniffing the air outside the cave.
"That longclaw speak of lines of power in Other Place?"  Leader ceased thinking of the Other Place as a mythical paradise for spirits.  He was intoxicated with the possibility that he might yet learn the secret.
"Lines of power weaker there.  Demons move rocks, stand them in ground.  Bend lines of power.  Paths of power should cross one place, but demons make them cross other place.  That longclaw go to paradise at line of power here where three paths cross.  He come into paradise where lines of power cross among stones standing."
Leader squatted beside Watcher, sniffing the air.  Both picked up a great spinner's odor.  If the scent increased and the beast came toward them, they would flee; but for now, they waited, checking the air every few seconds.
"How longclaw come back?" Leader asked.
"That longclaw say could not live alone.  No mate.  Plenty food, but demons know longclaw there.  They hunt all time like here, not paradise of legend.  That longclaw wait until lines of power grow stronger, then go to where stones stand.  Longclaw knock stones down.  Lines of power flow right.  Longclaw wait.  Come back each night.  Then come back here."  Watcher twisted his head, straining to pick up a new scent.  "Howlers come.  Large pack."
Leader mind-spoke to the clan, "Flee."
It was not what he expected, but it was more than he could have hoped with the longclaw dead.  He had learned much, but of what use?  Paradise had demons.  It was bad to let them know a longclaw was there.  They used stones to alter the lines of power, keeping the doors between worlds closed, but they could be opened.  The crossing times were during the howlers' sacred periods, when sun, moon, and stars aligned.  But they were random as well.  He pondered these elements as they ran toward the setting sun.
Before the moon completed its cycle, Speaker gave birth to a female and Watcher's mate bore a male.  The clan, at a healthy maximum, drank often, surviving their nomadic existence.
Leader tried to obtain more information about the Other Place from Watcher, but he knew little else.
Each day the lines of power grew in strength.  Most were visible for several hundred yards, weak beams growing brighter as they neared the junction, glowing molten white where they touched, then fading to invisibility as they flowed away.
Leader experimented by walking into different junctions.  Each time he experienced dizziness, blurred vision, disorientation, and disappointment.  He was convinced the lines of power were doorways to paradise, and if the demons closed the doors by altering the power's natural flow, he could find a way to reopen them.  To accomplish, this he considered what he had learned from the dying howler.
He was ready when the time came.  A continent-drenching storm forced the clan into a cave.  Furious winds blasted acidic rain to near horizontal, while a bruised sky shot wicked lightning earthward.  The storm's ferocity provided a lull in the constant filling of the food chain.
The cave was not perfect.  Its entrance was wide enough to allow larger beasts easy access.  Its packed-earth floor was not as secure as rock, and declined from the entrance, so water running down the cliff trickled along a channel and pooled at the cavern's rear.
But it was ideal for Leader's plan.  The domed ceiling sparkled with quartz crystals, reflecting the glow from two intersecting lines of power.  Energy flowed from outside, through the mountain's bulk, and emerged as radiant, red beams converging in a pulsing glow below a quartz-laden stalactite.
Leader explained his plan while Watcher crouched at the entrance, shielding his eyes from the flashing fury.
Leader stepped toward the crossing beams.  The clan—following his instructions—cleared their minds, focusing on mind-speaking blankness to their leader.
Leader stepped into the intersection.  Eerily, the beams passed through him.  Outside, thunder boomed, lightning splayed, and Watcher squinted, inner eyelids filtering the bright streaks of light.
Leader did what he learned from the howler.  He relaxed his body.  Tension flowed away with the lines of power.  Blanking his mind, he felt the clan's mental energy surge into him.  He focused his attention on a spot on the ceiling reflecting the glow of the lines of power.  The image began to clear as he willed his mind's eye to move nearer the spot.  The spot slowly zoomed closer until he saw each facet of the crystal's tip.  Leader looked down and saw the clan circled around his rigid, standing body, the bizarre light glowing from within.
Using the howler's knowledge, Leader forced his mind to see the turbulent sky above the mountain.  Instantly he was above the boiling clouds.  He saw the Earth as flyers did.
Willing his mind higher, he watched the clouds recede, spreading into a churning, murky sea spotted with sporadic eruptions of vile light.  Higher, the clouds covered only part of the surface.  He made out mountain ranges and lowlands.  A huge flyer, greater than he imagined possible, sailed between the clouds and him.  Instinctively he tried to run, but realized he had no body.  There was nothing to run with.  Only his mind had left the cave.
He wafted up, going higher and higher, mountain ranges and rivers merging into cracks, shadowy blotches on the planet's surface.  Leader accelerated until he was a streak flying from his world.  He looked ahead and was swallowed by grayness: not mist or fog, but a general, substantive grayness.  Occasionally a ball of light streaked past him, hurting his eyes, but he continued to fly, moving with ever-increasing speed, seeing only blankness ahead.
The grayness took shape.  It spiraled into a swirling tunnel, sucking him forward at impossible speed.  Curiously, he tried to examine himself, but there was nothing to see.  He felt afraid and naked.
There was no sound, only the sensation of speed and spiraling through a gray tunnel.  Then blinding, white light bathed him.  He flew toward it, trying not to look, but unable to turn away.
Leader was through.  First soaring then floating toward the world's surface, down toward a blue and green ball suspended in blackness, speckled with streaky, white clouds.  Lower and lower, he passed through clouds, dropping toward a green, rolling landscape until he found himself hovering above a forest.
A blue jay's call was Leader's first indication he could hear.  The scent of food woke hunger, and he willed his disembodied mind to drift above the trees.
He did not know exactly what he was searching for.  He knew the howlers needed a special demon—one sharing some common link—in order to possess it.  He would search—try to mind-speak with demons—until he found one to use.
Leader traveled away from a pink smudge streaking the horizon.  But as the sun rose, even his spirit eyes would not function in the dazzling brightness.  He drifted into the forest, assaulted by the aromas of many prey, but the sun was agonizingly bright.  He saw darkness inside a small opening and glided into a hollow log.  There, in the shadows, he waited out the tormenting sun before resuming his journey.
By nightfall, ravenous, his finely developed senses located one source of blood after another, but without a body, it only triggered driving hunger.
He rose above the trees and saw a sea of tiny, white lights.  Leader ascended higher, floating west toward the unbelievably strong food scent.
He hovered over the area sprinkled with lights.  Near its center, impossibly tall, thin mesas rose from the ground.  They were packed so closely, the chasms between formed a deep maze.  Oddly, the mesas were studded with lights.  The scent of food was overpowering.  In the dark log, he had resisted the building urges to feed by concentrating, but here—with the glaring lights and the abundance of food—he suffered miserable waves of hunger.
Drifting from the main lighted area, he observed herds of strange beasts with blazing eyes moving smoothly, purring along wide, flat paths.  Dropping lower, he scented demons, at least one in the belly of each beast.  When he tried to go among them, the beamed lights blinded him, forcing him up.
The demon scent was so strong.  They were everywhere, their numbers beyond comprehension.  Coasting toward a darkened area between two shorter mesas, he observed smooth, regular patches reflecting distant lights.  He drifted until he settled at his natural height above the solid, smooth ground.
Ahead, where the canyon dead-ended into a crossing, a demon passed.
Like the creatures on the brown thing, it had a loose skin, but he knew it would rip away when the killing claws raked it.  His instincts took over.  He moved toward the shambling, slow creature.  He forgot he had no physical form and stalked the creature.
Imagined claws extended, he swiped a nonexistent edge through the exposed throat.  Nothing happened; the demon continued its ambling pace across the canyon floor.
Frustration mixed with uncontrollable cravings to kill and drink, yet he was helpless.  He forced concentration and moved away from the maddening scent of food.
His impulses would not be denied much longer.  He must—as the howlers did—find a host body to possess.
Drifting aimlessly, he wondered how he would ever find so rare a creature as a host among the demon multitudes.  His hunger made it hard to think.  He had been here a day without drinking a fresh kill.  If he had his body, these helpless beasts would be his for the slaughter.
He remembered the longclaw's story.  These demons were slow, but there were many.  If discovered, they would hunt him relentlessly.  He took a lesson from the creatures of the mass.  If he brought his clan to this world in physical form, no demons could know—and live.
He found himself drifting, spatially and mentally.  Moving away from the light, he recognized a line of power's energy and followed.
He could not see lines of power in this world, but felt their flow and followed the one he was on.
Lines of power were straight, and his essence flowed with the energy at tremendous speed.  Suddenly the line first disrupted, then bent, gently arcing oddly.  Leader followed it in darkness until it weakened to near nothingness, then gradually resumed its original strength and course.
The unnaturalness struck him.  He remembered the longclaw said the demons had bent the lines of power with standing stones.  He wondered if the tall mesas were such a place.
Leader followed the energy until it connected with a more powerful beam.  Following the new one, he discovered it also weakened and curved before regaining strength and straightness.
He traveled the night, following lines of power, transferring to stronger lines each time they crossed, until he streamed along a pulsing, powerful path.  It curved unnaturally as well, but seemed to increase in strength.
Eventually, feeling the disorientation he had experienced in his home world, Leader willed himself higher, escaping the energy flow, following it to a wooded hill.
Below him, curving together, four lines of power arced to a common center, converging above an earthen mound on the hilltop.
Leader looked for standing stones.  Fighting both dizziness and his awareness of prey surrounding the dark area, he floated to where the lines touched before curving outward, and discovered there were eight lines, not four.  They began—not converged—at a single spot, then curved away unnaturally.  There were no standing stones, but there was a disturbance below the surface.
Using his new talent, Leader projected beneath the soil.  He found the reason for the disturbance.  A glass-like quartz hemisphere buried below the surface curved the energy lines.  He also discovered powerful, rhythmic surges pumping energy into the crystal from the southwest.  It flowed beneath the curved fields transmitted by the crystal, and went unnoticed until he slipped below the ground.  The longclaw was mesmerized by the power pulsing at regular intervals into the dome-shaped quartz.
Leader projected himself along the incoming line of power, staying slightly above the ground.  He noticed a smooth path devoid of plants running over the Earth's surface.  He was observing the path when he reached a sacred place.
Here were stones standing on a hillock.  Five, positioned so that four stones flanked a larger center monolith.  The longclaw hovered above the stones, developing a feel for the place.
Four strong lines of power naturally converged on this spot.  They were straight, not curved or bent by these demon stones.  But the fifth line, the one he had followed to the standing stones’ site—the one feeding energy to the quartz hemisphere buried in the long mound—was not natural.  Somehow the stones combined and channeled the uniting lines, redirecting the force to the buried stone, where it transmitted the eight curving beams, dispersing the power.
Excitedly, he reached for a stone with nonexistent hands, frustrated at his inability to touch it.  He must find a host, a physical form with the power to uproot these demon works and open the gate.
A small, furred animal hopped nonchalantly into the area.  It raised its head, nose quivering in the air, before bounding away in fear.  The longclaw's hunger bit into him.  His instincts were nearly uncontrollable.  His desire to pursue the little creature nearly overcame his will to finish the work at hand.
He projected into the earth, examining the stones below the surface.  They were huge, as much below the ground as above.  Longclaws were strong, but moving these was beyond his capability, and certainly impossible for any demon he might possess.
His thoughts returned to the smaller quartz stone buried on the mound.  He could move it easily.  If he found a host, he would dig it up and bring it to the pulsing energy.
Leader rose into the sky.  He was gauging the purple streak on the eastern horizon when something jarred him.  He looked around.  There was nothing but sky sprinkled with stars.  It hit him again, a physical force from within, mind-speaking an urgent, distant, screamed warning.
Leader focused his thoughts toward his own world, and flew with lightning speed, retracing the lines of power.  Returning to the spot where he first came to the Other Place, he soared skyward until he found the grayness and entered the spinning, spiraling tunnel.
When Leader emerged from the trance, someone was touching him.  He stood, whirling to face Speaker.  The others waited anxiously at the cave’s entrance.  Leader sensed it immediately.
A cave-maker opened the ground beneath them.  The dirt floor simply gave way, flowing down a widening, inverted cone.  Leader and Speaker leapt from the sinking ground as the cave-maker's gaping maw appeared at the cone's center.  Several sticky, whip-like tentacles lashed from its mouth, trying to snake around anything edible.
One wrapped around Leader's ankle, closing like a constrictor, and pulled him irresistibly toward the waiting mouth.  Acid squeezing from the tendril's pores began to digest his flesh.  Leader grimaced in pain, slashing at the appendage's plated, outer shell, killing claw glancing harmlessly along the bony armor.
Speaker held his shoulders, but it was useless.  He was drawn into the hole.  She let go, jumped into the pit, and grabbed the plated tentacle with both hands.  She twisted it, exposing its vulnerable, fleshy underside, and sliced the pulpy meat with a killing claw.  Her skin steamed from the acid.  Three hacking blows, and the encircling tentacle released Leader, but others now ensnared Speaker: one around each leg, and one around her waist.
The huge cave-maker, grips sure, slipped into its subterranean world, pulling the struggling Speaker beneath churning soil.  Leader leapt from the cave as another cave-maker's death pit formed between him and the entrance.
The clan left, Hunter's mate taking up the position as Speaker, and Leader's new mate.

TWENTY
Two cycles passed before Leader attempted another crossing.  The clan lost Scout to wounds from a tusk, and his mate and child joined the young hunter.
The howlers' sacred time neared.  Lines of power throbbed as energy bolts poured along them.  Leader knew he must act soon or lose the chance to cross during his lifetime.
He led them to the crystal cave.  The clan assembled quickly on the floor scarred by cave-makers.  They fed mental energy to Leader, who projected his essence above the cave, out of his world, and into paradise.
He thought much about the howlers.  Finding a host among the demons was his only hope.  He filled his mind with self-control and determination.  As the other world came into focus, he moved away from a nearby line of power.  Adjusting to the clear night sky, he followed the lines of power returning to the buried quartz that altered the energy flow.  Spiraling outward, he searched for an acceptable host.
Leader found several demons—alone or in pairs—in an unconsciousness state.  He tried mind-speaking, but without success.  At first, he thought his lack of physical form had hampered his efforts, but he quickly discovered the problem was the demons.  They did not live by instincts or senses, but by cleverness and shrewdness.  Their minds, even when inactive, were closed.
Each time he thought it useless to go on, Leader remembered the howlers.  They only found hosts rarely, but finding any, meant somewhere there were demons accessible to mind-speaking.  So he continued.
When the moon or sun rose, he spent his time in any dark place he found.  Hunger made him frantic to feed.  Though many nights of fruitless searching passed, he knew only seconds had gone by in his world, and his hunger only imagined.  He controlled the gnawing and continued searching.
Leader found a host near a place where demons congregated in countless numbers.  This one possessed working instincts and the ability to sense.  Though its abilities were severely limited, Leader knew this was his host.
Finding the host solved only the first problem.  Leader mind-spoke to the demon for several nights.  He studied the images that filled its mind, learning the secrets to control its body.
The solution revealed itself.  Leader practiced calling up images that caused specific effects within the demon.  The longclaw’s ability to control the creature improved over many nights.  By sensing certain areas of its mind, Leader controlled the images produced by the host.  Some areas created pleasant images, another area brought forth frightening images, still another caused relaxation.  Leader found the encouragement he needed to keep at the complex trial-and-error process.  When he felt he possessed enough control, he prepared to move the demon toward the buried crystal.
Leader learned much from the demon's memory.  This creature, oddly enough, had been to the standing stones near Leader's goal.
The demon had one of the devices that rolled him over the flat, hard paths.  When Leader was confident enough to try, he hid his essence in the interior's seats.  The seat and support were of hide and provided darkness, though the animal smell drove Leader to distraction.
When a troubled Tom Mason slid behind the wheel of the Chrysler at his parents’ cemetery, Leader grabbed his mind, directing him westward.
It was a delicate struggle, keeping the demon's consciousness incapacitated while maintaining the mind's sublevels to control the contraption moving them westward.
Once the vehicle stopped, and Leader relinquished control while the demon exchanged speech with another demon.  After the vehicle was moving again, Leader regained control. 
When the rolling thing could go no farther in the sucking earth, Leader waited until nightfall then—testing his control over the demon to the limit—manipulated the creature's body toward the quartz buried in the mound.
For Tom Mason it was a nightmarish hell.  He was cognizant that his body jerked forward on stiff legs; then he drifted into some memory only to come back to awareness as thick branches scraped his face.  Twice he tried to regain control of his actions.  Each time an intense—yet undefined—terror froze him in his tracks, followed by waves of nausea rising and a blinding headache that crumpled him in a heap.  When he came to, he was again moving through the woods, up an incline.  Muddy, cut, scraped, zombie-like: Tom Mason's visits with awareness confused his tortured mind.
He snapped back to reality.  It was raining, a downpour.  He was on his knees, digging with his hands.  The hole was a foot deep and filling with water.  His torn nails and bleeding fingers were numb as he raised them in the feeble light.
However, before he could focus on the damage, he remembered his father's hands.  How they had looked when Tom was learning to tie knots for the Boy Scouts.  He relived that moment.
When he returned to consciousness, he was walking, and carrying a fifty-pound stone with lacerated hands that wept blood down his forearms.
Tom Mason slipped.  The stone fell as his arms shot forward to break the fall, and he slid down an incline.  He stopped in a sitting position.  Lightning flashed and the stone pulsed with soft, white light, glowing like a friendly lamp lit on a dark street.  A street he walked alone, coming home from a friend's.
Coming to awareness, Tom now cradled the stone in his arms, struggling up a narrow trail through trickles of water around his feet.  Not only were his movements jerky, but his swollen right knee refused to bend.
He woke again, motionless, hugging the stone to his chest.  Directly ahead were Medicine Mound's five standing stones.  Tom didn't recognize them, but sensed familiarity.
He was so tired.  Confusion—madness maybe—swirled inside him, looking for a way out.  He just wanted to sleep.  To curl up in his own bed and sleep for a thousand years.  He began to sway, still holding the stone.
Incredibly, his right leg took a step, then the left.  Tom was fully awake.  For the first time, he realized he no longer controlled his body.  The right leg moved again, followed by the left.
Tom tried to release the stone, but his arms refused to obey.
Shaky steps carried him past the nearest stone.  Two more and his legs stopped.  His arms moved slowly until the stone dropped and rolled toward the taller center stone.
Tom Mason collapsed and rolled down the slope into tangled brush.
***
Leader, tired but exhilarated, managed to make the demon carry the crystal.
This in itself was difficult.  It was one thing to keep half the demon's mind unaware of the subconscious, automatic half, but quite another to force the demon onward when it struggled for awareness.
Half the struggle was against the line of power.  Removed from the earth, the crystal continued to receive the power flow from the standing stones.  Each step toward the transmitting stones brought the longclaw greater fatigue and disorientation.  He struggled, each step a struggle, until—on the mound's top near the stones—the power was so great he lost all sense of direction and floated beside the demon holding the rock.
With a final effort, he willed himself into the demon's mind, touching the parts of the brain that moved the limbs.  They passed the first stone, bringing the crystal toward the center monolith.  Leader felt the lines of power adjusting to their natural course.  He knew this was the doorway.
Instantly, Leader deserted the useless human as he sagged to the ground then rolled down the hill.
New lines of power exerted their influence.  Visible energy crackled from the ground up the cardinal stones, making their tips glow brighter and brighter.  When a monolith's top glowed nearly white, a bolt cracked the air, striking the center stone.  Immediately the outer stone began to recharge.  When the center stone refilled with energy, its top glowed white-hot before cracking the air with a massive pulse.
His essence soared to where the crystal had been buried.  The long mound where the crystal had been was alive with power.  Power poured from the south, was amplified by the barrow, and then pulsed northward.
The buried quartz, and the channeled energy from the standing stones, changed the powerful, natural flow.  Raw power surged through and around his essence like a river.
He willed himself through the journey home.
Leader reentered his body in the crystal cave only moments after his departure.  The clan, except Watcher, stood where he had last seen them.  No one mind-spoke, so no danger was too near.
"Follow," he said, wasting no time, leaving the cave.
They formed, and Leader instructed Scout to head for the Path of Two Hands Crossing.  He reasoned the brown thing had been taken from there, so it must be a door to paradise.
They galloped, Leader hurrying them to their destination.
The lines of power thrummed with energy.  Leader had never felt anything like it.  Energy ebbed and flowed in monstrous volume.  The lines of power were alive with raw force.
Cresting the ridge above the bowl-shaped plateau where the brown thing once lay, the clan shielded their eyes from the bright glow where the lines of power met.
"Go there," Leader urged, and Scout obediently picked up the pace to a run.
They were disoriented.  The closer they came to the juncture, the more dreamlike their movements seemed.  Thick, red-brown clouds laced with vile lightning roiled overhead.
Leader did not sense danger, only excitement at taking his clan to paradise, where prey was without number and no demons would ever know of their presence and live to tell about it.
Hoping for the best, Leader said, "Follow," and stepped into the spot where the lines of power intersected at chest level.
The clan watched him flicker and vanish.  Scout stepped in and disappeared as quickly.  Next came Speaker, followed by Scout's mate and her child.  Then Watcher's mate and her child stepped into the dizzying lines of power.
Leader hit the soft, wet earth of paradise.  He materialized a foot above the ground and fell.  He crouched immediately, and was already checking the area when Scout hit the ground to his rear.  Before Scout attained his feet, Speaker and the other females landed.  They assembled, waiting for Watcher.
They grew uncomfortable.  Leader picked up demons' smell to the north, and began to fear something had happened to Watcher.  Recognizing the first hint of approaching day, he was about to order Scout to find a cave when three snarling howlers came through.
The crazed creatures hit the ground, rolled to their feet, and met the attacking longclaws.
The first one rose into the spearing pain of Scout's fully extended, left killing claw, sinking its length into the howler's breast.  As the left claw skidded past a rib, Scout buried his right claw in one side of his enemy's neck.  He jerked it forward with all his weight, pulling half the creature's throat with it.
Leader killed his easily and quickly.  Though it had regained its footing, the howler had not seen Leader behind it, and only felt the killing claws crash simultaneously into each side of its head, penetrating its skull.
The third howler fared better.  With Scout and Leader engaged, it leapt onto Watcher's mate.  She tried to put aside her infant, but the ferocious creature slammed into her with mindless fury, knocking the young longclaw from her arms.  Falling backward, she tried to fight, but the drooling, teeth-filled snout snapped shut on her throat, crushing and ripping her windpipe out with powerful jerks.
Following instincts, the dazed infant leapt onto the creature killing its mother, digging short, undeveloped killing claws into the monster's side.
The howler bellowed, turned, and crushed the infant's head in its hand-like paws.
Speaker and Scout's mate hit the creature from behind.  Their combined four killing claws sank deeply, penetrating vital organs.
Bellowing in real pain, the howler spun, pulling Speaker's claws free and sending Scout's mate sprawling.
The wounded creature roared and lunged at Speaker.  But it had slowed, and she stepped aside, causing it to stumble as it turned to face her.
Scout and Leader joined in.  The four adult longclaws surrounded the wounded beast.  The ones behind it jabbed with their claws, and then—when the howler turned—the others poked and slashed at it.  Dying, confused, the howler jumped from one to the other.  Finally, it slumped to the ground and rolled over, offering its belly in submission.
Leader ripped its entrails out in half a second, while Scout sliced its head from the quivering body with two clean blows.
Leader pondered the problem.  The sun was coming.  The longclaws would be in agonized blindness if they did not find shelter.  Around him, the corpses of his world were out of place in this one.  If the demons found them, would they search for the clan?  Even more troublesome, if the howlers blundered into this world, what else might follow?  Flyers?  Spinners?  The entire deadly population?  Leader decided: he must return the crystal and destroy the bodies of his daughter, grandson, and the three howlers.
Sunrise was too near.  There was not enough time to accomplish everything, so Leader decided to bury the crystal to close the door between worlds.  He picked up the crystal and looked at the carnage.
The bodies were a different matter.  He instructed the clan to drag the corpses to a gully and cover them with branches and leaves.  He led them to the barrow and reburied the crystal.  This done, they searched for shelter.
Moving along the mountain's eastern slope, they found a cave closed off by large rocks.  Working together, squinting tightly against the predawn, they forced a stone to move far enough to allow the clan to crowd into the earthen cave.
Sitting inside, backs to the narrow entrance, they shivered.  They were the coldest they had ever been.
Leader shivered.  Tonight, in the welcomed dark, they would cover the crystal with earth, hide the dead from his world permanently, and enjoy paradise, feeding freely on the prey he sensed in every direction.

TWENTY-ONE
Pete Mason usually slept like the dead.  No matter what problems surrounded his life, sleep closed over him like a blanket, shutting off annoyances.  But last night was different.
Sleep came in fitful spurts as he wrestled with calling his mother.  It was going to be horrible.
First, she would be hysterical, even under Prince Valium's influence.  Second, he was doomed to summer school, and finally, he would catch hell from his dad when he caught up to him.  It was not shaping into a pleasant summer.
Pete thought about leaving the bed, grabbing his things, and running away again before these terrible things fell upon him.  However, Pete realized he was tired of running, so he stayed.
Bad as things were, he had to face up.  His mom might be going nuts with worry.  His father was wandering around the woods.  The stakes were too high.
Thinking about his father, he wondered how he had known to come here.  The thought made Pete's eyes snap open.  Royce had not called his father.  No one else knew where he was.  This whole thing was too weird.
Pogo stretched out on the floor beside Pete, head resting on extended front legs.  Suddenly, he raised his head, cocked his ears, and sniffed several times.
He looked over at Pete, sniffed again, then lowered his head and closed his eyes.
Pete's thoughts returned to last night's discussion.  It had all made sense then.  Even now—in the grayness before sunrise, with the rain pattering the roof—there was a feeling of rightness about the stories.  But after lying awake most of the night considering them, Pete wasn't convinced they were true.  They may have been true once, long ago, in ancient times, but not now.  Like the stories of Davy Crockett, Daniel Boone, and the like: true when they happened, they were only legends now.  Just like dinosaurs, Pete thought, they were real but now they are gone.  That is probably what happened to those things from the hell dimension; they became extinct.
Pogo jumped to his feet, head lowered, ears lifted, a low growl building.
"What is it, boy?  Did you hear something?" Pete asked, patting the dog's head.
An instant later, Pete heard a bellowing howl in the distance.  Pogo's growl rumbled to a threatening bark, and Pete heard Royce moving around.
Royce turned on the kitchen light.
"Up and at 'em, Pete.  We've got a busy day.  How about breakfast?"
"Yeah, sure.  Be there in a minute."  Pete, fully awake, put on his shirt and pants, not knowing exactly what to expect from the coming day.
As Pete and Pogo entered the kitchen, Royce said, "We'll eat a bit, wait until light, then head to Medicine Mound."
Pete sat, put his elbows on the table, rested his chin in his hands, and asked, "Think we'll find anything?"
"I hope not," Royce answered, breaking eggs into a mixing bowl.  "We're going to follow the big ley, the one leading northeast from the stones."
Sizzling bacon made Pete's mouth water.  Turning the strips, Royce continued, "Like I said last night, the mound is a natural energy juncture.  Indians knew it, and figured a way to alter it.  The standing stones capture the energy, then, up to the northeast, another special stone acts like an energy magnet, drawing the power circulating on Medicine Mound.  By altering the flow, the door to the other place is closed.  All we're going to do is make an inspection trip to ensure everything is alright, make sure no one—or thing—is tampering with the door's hinges."
Pete seemed a little frightened.  "How did my dad know to come look here?  You said you didn't call him.  If you did, you would have told me, right?"
"Right," Royce answered, pouring eggs into the hot skillet.
"Nobody else knows where I am.  So how did he know to look here?  I didn't even know I was coming here."  Pete looked puzzled.
Scrambling eggs, Royce answered, "Damned good question.  Truth is, I don't know.  Charlie found his car, then found you.  He put one and one together and came up with a connection for the two of you being here.  It makes sense from his point.  But I wondered the same thing you did."
The old man scooped the eggs onto plates with the bacon strips and slices of bread.  "I don't know what he's doing here.  If he knows you're here, he's got more psychic ability then I ever gave him credit for.  Hopefully he’ll turn up in the next day or so.  Now, how about setting the table and pouring some milk."
After breakfast, Royce handed Pete an old, hooded, yellow raincoat and a pair of rubber goulashes.  He covered himself with a poncho and put on a pair of calf-high, rubber boots.  He disappeared into the shed, then reappeared with a rope coiled over his shoulders and an olive-drab folding spade.  They started toward Medicine Mound, the muddy field slurping with each step.
Pogo bounded ahead, then stopped at the field's edge and waited for them to catch up.  When they turned eastward, the dog led the way toward the log across Cold River.
The water was dangerously high, overflowing the banks, and swirling out for several yards on either side.  There was no mystery here.  The muddy currents had risen enough to wash the old log away.
Following the current, Pete and Royce walked on higher ground.
Downstream, where Royce and Ruby had felled the tall pine across the river, the ravine was deeper than the banks of the Cold River.  The recently cut pine still connected the shores, but the swift water passed less than two feet below.
Before crossing, Royce tied the rope to the pine's stump.  He tied the other end to Pete's waist so if he slipped on the wet trunk, he wouldn't wash away.
Pete crossed, holding his arms out for balance.  Royce watched closely, noticing the current eating away the shore up and down the gorge.  There was no danger of the bank eroding from under the pine today, but if the rain kept up it wouldn't take long.
After crossing, Pete tied the rope high on a branch.  Royce pulled from the other side, making the rope tight.  Pogo casually crossed the log.
Royce moved carefully, holding the rope with both hands.  He was in good shape for his age, but he had been caught in a river before, and knew it could be a killer.  Besides the current, it was impossible to tell what was washing downstream under the muddy surface.
Royce thought about the arrow-straight path they had crossed on their walk to the bridge, the first ley Pete had found.  He had known about leys for years, but it was the first time in his life one became visible.  The leys were pouring energy toward Medicine Mound.
Climbing east, they reached the ley and followed it.  Though the slope was easier walking, they occasionally gripped saplings or branches to keep from slipping on the wet ground.
The incline became too steep at Medicine Mound, so they turned toward the pond, picking up the trail to the east slope.
Aggravated, Pogo moved nervously back and forth, lifting his nose, sniffing deeply.  At Medicine Pond, he crouched, creeping forward slowly, occasionally turning his head to check Pete and Royce's positions.
Royce noticed Pogo's behavior, attracted Pete's attention, and motioned for silence.  He put his right hand under the poncho and touched the forty-five caliber automatic holstered in his waistband.
Normally he would not have bothered.  This was probably all for nothing, but the boy created added responsibility, and he had heard the strange cry this morning.
Pogo crept forward, intent on the scent, eyes searching for any movement.
Royce and Pete followed around the pond to the opposite shore.
There were strange tracks everywhere, jumbled in the soft earth.  Royce and Pete identified two types.  The most numerous were goat-like hoofprints, long as a man's foot.  Mixed among them were canine-like tracks, elongated and tipped with four sharp claws.  These too were man-sized.
"What are these?" Pete asked, more than a little disturbed.  "Looks like a horse and bear had a fight."
"Don't think so," Royce responded.  "The hoofprints are too large for a horse, and those other, whatever they are, aren't bear."
"Then what?"  Pete was noticeably nervous.
Pogo sniffed, following the tracks toward a gully.
Before the tracks became lost in the rocky, pine-needle-covered forest floor, Royce saw the marks in the ground.  "Look at this.  Looks like the ones with hooves drug something through here.  I can't tell how many there were."
Pogo circled branches piled in the gully.  Sticking his head in as far as he could, then looking at Royce and Pete, he barked.  Then repeated the process.
Royce and Pete removed branches from the pile.  They worked together to lift and drag a large one covered with green needles.
Pete saw it first.  "Jesus Christ."  He whistled, taking three involuntary steps backward.
Pogo stood at a respectful distance snorting, not liking the odor.
Seeing Pete's reaction, Royce pulled the pistol from his belt but kept it under the poncho.  He eased forward, ready to cock the gun at the slightest provocation.
Eyes shifting between Royce and the pile of branches, Pogo inched forward, growling softly.
Royce's view edged over the thickest part of the fresh-smelling pine limbs.  He froze, eyes widened, when he saw the first body.
It was a face.  But of what?  Its opened eyes were glazed with fresh death, less than three hours old.  The large eyes, with feline-like pupils, stared back at Royce's amazed face.  A broad, flattened nose occupied the face's center above the thing's most unusual feature: its mouth.  It resembled a shortened, harelipped, pig snout with wattles of flesh underneath.  The throat and neck had been ripped out, but Royce saw broad shoulders sloping into a powerful, hunched back before the rest was hidden under more brush and branches.  Parts of other things were visible in the pile, but too covered to discern.
"Can you help me?" Royce asked Pete, genuinely concerned if the boy was in any condition to help after seeing the strange creature.
"Ye . . . Yeah, I think so."  Pete moved toward the pile to help Royce lift a heavy, needle-laden branch.  "It looks like an alien," he said, pulling the long limb.
Royce noticed Pete's eyes.  They stayed on his hands, occasionally flickering to the dead creature beneath the pile.  The old man thought a moment then said, as he and Pete dropped a branch, "Look, Pete, this has gone further than I ever thought it would.  Hell, further than anybody ever dreamed it would.  I don't know what we're up against, what's going to happen next, or anything.  I think maybe we should leave now and get you on the next plane to California.  What do you think?"
Pete stopped.  Wiping dark stains from his hands on his wet raincoat, he looked at the old man.
"I think a lot of stuff," Pete answered, his eyes burrowing into Royce's.  "I think some weird shit is going on, and maybe I'm supposed to be part of it, and maybe not.  I think you might be a little old to be running through the woods trying to stop an alien invasion.  I think my dad is around here looking for me.  I don't know how or why he came here, but he's here and those . . . things are here and . . ."  Pete trailed off, looking at his feet, but before Royce spoke, he concluded, "I think I'm going to stick around, at least long enough to see if my dad turns up."
"All right.  Let's get a good look at these buggers," Royce said, grabbing a limb from the diminishing pile.
A few minutes later the branches were cleared, exposing the mutilated bodies of the longclaws and three howlers.  Royce recognized the latter as larger versions of the creature Ruby and he had buried.
Royce examined them with a stick.  He pointed out the feet to Pete, who immediately connected the tracks.  He grabbed the longclaw's snout-like mouth and pulled.  The fleshy wattles unfolded, creating a short trunk.
Pete followed Royce closely.  The old man saw the boy looking at the things in the gully as if their cold, punctured, and ripped flesh were movie props.
"Now that snout's a piece of work, no teeth at all.  Look at those claws, must be nine or ten inches.  Sharp as a good knife by the look of them, probably curved like that so they rip better."
"Yeah, I guess," Pete answered, studying the creatures with as much fascination but less intensity.  "Look at the teeth on these others!  Jesus!"  He used his own stick to pry open a howler's mouth.  The dead beast's lip lifted, exposing wicked rows of serrated points.  Its hand-like paws reminded Pete of a werewolf, with nasty, thick, sharp claws on each fingertip.
Royce was fascinated with the longclaw's corpse.  Its thickly muscled legs reminded him of Pan from mythology.  "This thing has legs like a horse, ought to be able to run like the wind," he said, examining a hoof’s tough underside.  Its skin was tough and gray, like an elephant.
Pogo walked around the bodies, sniffing disdainfully, then moved up the gully's other side, smelling the gentle slope of Miracle Mountain.  He returned to the ditch and sat on a set of tracks.
"These things must be weight lifters," Pete said, taking in the longclaw's musculature.
Royce noticed Pogo's reaction, and walked over to study the tracks.  "This tells a story.  Four sets of the hoofed ones left here.  Looks like they hid the bodies, for whatever reason, then headed up the mountain."  At least he knew how many they were dealing with, he added mentally.
Pete heard a noise and whipped around, facing toward Medicine Mound.  "You hear that?"
Royce straightened quickly.  He heard something clacking.  He listened, pulling his right arm inside the poncho.
It came again:  weak, but close.
"Stay there."  He cocked the automatic pistol, and clicked off the safety, moving cautiously toward the sound.
It came from the foot of Medicine Mound, behind a clump of honeysuckle near the pond.
Royce was frightened.  He wished he could back away, disappear into the woods, leave this place, but with the boy, and whatever this was between them and their escape route, he had no choice.
He heard it more clearly, right behind the bushes.  Royce took a breath and slowly brought the pistol out of the poncho.  He held it straight out as he rose over the dense shrubs, ready to blast anything that moved.
Clacking.  Close.
He lifted on his toes, inching forward, eyes wide.
Clacking.
He saw it.
The noise was Tom Mason's chattering teeth and shivering moans.  On the ground—muddy, bloody, soaking wet, hands and fingers stripped raw—was the curled form of a very sick man.
"It's a man.  Mighty sick," he called over his shoulder to the boy.
Pete came at a trot, took one look, then knelt beside the curled, shivering figure.  "It's my dad."
Tom’s fever was high.  He was delirious, drifting in and out of consciousness.  Royce and Pete tried to communicate with Tom, but he was unresponsive.
Royce thought through the predicament as Pete's worried look steadily grew.  What they came to do would have to wait.  Taking Tom to help was top priority.
Using the spade as a hatchet, Royce stripped twin saplings, then chopped them off near the ground and at their tops, making seven-foot poles.
He brought the poles to where Pete sat with his dad's head in his lap.  The boy had removed his raincoat and covered his father.
Royce removed his poncho and, using the poles, made a crude stretcher.  Putting the sick man on the poncho between the poles, Royce led the way toward the tree bridging the Tallahega.
It was slow going, taking until noon to reach the river.  He could tell Pete's shoulders were sore from the load.  He knew his were killing him.  They stopped to rest several times, but the weight in the stretcher grew heavier with each step.  Once Royce thought of it as dead weight, then immediately chastised himself, straightened his back, and kept going.
When the rain stopped, a pale sun broke through exhausted clouds.  Royce—exhausted and arm-weary like only an old man could be—started softly singing.
"The Camptown ladies sing this song,
“Do Da, Do Da.
“The Camptown Racetrack five miles long,
“Oh, Do Da Day."
He heard Pete's tired voice join in for the last line.  They finished the song as they reached the riverbank.
Though the rain had stopped, the runoff had caused the river to rise another half a foot since morning.  Royce was exhausted.  When they put the stretcher down, he sat beside it, rolling and rubbing his shoulders, catching his breath.
Pogo—curly, gray hair soaked and matted—sat by the sick man's head, occasionally sticking his nose close to his face to smell him or to lick his cheek.
"It's going to be rough getting your dad across the log with just the two of us.  How about—when you're rested—you take off for Ruby's?  Can you remember how to get there?" Royce asked, short of breath.
"Yeah, but I think I ought to stay with my dad, in case something . . . you know."  Pete kept a worried look directed at the man on the stretcher.
"Son, you're the one here with fifteen-year-old legs.  I'd go, but it'll take me three times as long.  Besides, the sooner we get him to Ruby's, the sooner she can get something in him to bring that fever down," Royce said, rolling his shoulders.  They were going to be sore.
Royce saw the boy think, then look at his father.  "He's pretty bad, isn't he?”
"Not good, but when we get ol' Ruby working on him, he'll be a lot better."  Royce hoped it was true.  Ruby was a wonder with home remedies, but Tom looked as if he was in serious condition.
"Noooo!  No!"  Tom's moans were almost coherent.
Pete got up and said, "I'll be back in no time."
Royce called out as Pete held the rope and took his first tentative steps across the trunk, saying, "Tell Ruby he has a high fever and infection."
"Okay," Pete answered, crossing the felled tree much faster than before.  On the opposite bank he looked back, raised his hand, and called, "See you," before heading upriver at a run.
He followed the route he and Glory used on the four-wheeler.  Though not the most direct, it was the flattest, and he made better time.  Thirty minutes later, breathing hard, a severe stitch in his side, he pounded on Ruby Knighten's back door.
An hour and a half later, Tom—cleaned and bandaged—slept on Ruby's living-room sofa bed.  Two quilts covered his shivering form.  Ruby went to work, pouring two cups of herbal tea down him.  The first was American hellebore—devil’s bite—for fever, and the other was dew plant, a natural antibiotic.  She cleaned his lacerated hands and fingers, hearing weak moans each time she touched them.  She applied a salve made from a mixture of liverwort, a lichen from Nova Scotia, and cannabis flowers—which are natural antibiotics—then wrapped them in gauze.  Tom remained semiconscious throughout the ordeal.
Ruby was in the kitchen, chopping celery for a kettle of chicken soup boiling on the stove.  Pete stayed in the living room, and Pogo napped on the porch in front of the door.  The others sat around the kitchen table, talking softly.  Royce told them the whole story, including discovering the dead creatures.
Irene and Glory exchanged disbelieving glances.
Ruby waited until Royce finished then, wagging the wooden spoon, said, "From the looks it, Royce Mason, you and that boy are going to need a gallon of chicken soup to keep your health."
Pete appeared in the doorway.  "Shouldn't we get him to a doctor, or something?" Pete asked, looking to Royce for help.
Ruby responded reassuringly, "He'll be all right for now, Pete.  We'll get him to the clinic in Piedmont soon as they get the bridge fixed."
Royce looked at Ruby.
"The old stone center support washed out this morning after Charlie left.  Irene found it when she was heading to the store.”
She saw the spreading look of panic on the boy's face.  "But don't worry Pete.  I've been curing illnesses a lot of years.  Your dad is sick, but with rest, good food, and some of nature's wonders, he will be back on his feet in no time."
Royce fixed worried eyes on his clasped hands.  He wasn't worried about Tom; Ruby could do as much as any internist.  He was troubled about something else.  The loss of Cold River Bridge turned their muddy road into nothing more than a three-mile driveway with two dead ends.  They were isolated until the water went down.
Irene spoke directly to Royce.  "This is crazy, just crazy!  Last night you tell us some strange tale.  This morning you find some weird, mutilated animal bodies and tell us there're four more on the loose.  The heaviest rain in fifty years washes out the bridge, and we're trapped here.  Uncle Royce, I respect you a lot, but don't you think you're letting your imagination get out of hand?"
"He didn't imagine those things, or the tracks.  I saw them too."  Pete jumped to Royce's defense.
Ruby turned a stern eye on her daughter.  "He didn't imagine the bridge washing out either.  It just happened.  I don't know exactly what's going on, but whatever it is we're not going to make it any better by fixing blame and flapping our arms at each other.  Besides, Royce knows what to do, so don't go getting these young'uns stirred up," she said, shaking her spoon at her daughter.
"Yes, Mama."  Irene realized it would only worsen matters to upset Glory.
Pete went in the living room.  Glory's chair squeaked across linoleum as she stood to follow.
"Think I'll ride up to the Marshall place and see if he knows the bridge is out.  Ruby, could you come show me how to start that contraption of yours?" Royce asked, pausing at the door to catch her eye.
Sitting on the Honda, Royce said, "Those things are on the other side of the river, heading east as far as we know.  Probably seen the last of them, but just in case, it wouldn't hurt to be prepared."  He didn't want to describe their size and wicked claws.
"The shotgun’s on the wall.  Do you have any ammunition?" Royce asked.
"Yes."  The pump was Charlie's; he left it with Ruby for when he went hunting.  Ruby’s old double-barrel hadn’t been shot in thirty years, but Charlie cleaned and oiled it when he did his own.  "They're twelve gauges.  There's a box or two of shells in the roll-top by the window."
"Just in case, when the kids are out, maybe you ought to load them."  He turned his head, looking toward the river.  "Just in case."
"All right."  Ruby’s voice quavered.  "You reckon we're in for trouble?"
"Maybe.  I hope not.  Something changed the flow of energy and opened the door.  I need to see if I can close it before more of those things blunder over.  I'll tell Frank Marshall there might be a pack of wild dogs on the loose so he'll be on his toes.  Then I'll pick up some stuff at my place and head over to Miracle Mountain to set things straight.  If everything works out, I'll come back and get you to help me saw the pine at the gorge and dump it in the river.  By then we ought to be safe enough."
"Be careful," Ruby intoned, wiping sweating hands on her apron.


TWENTY-TWO
The longclaws squatted, shivering in the small cave, keeping their eyes from the brightly lit entrance.
The phantom hunger Leader experienced when his essence visited this world had gnawed, but the hunger he felt now was maddeningly real.  Even in the cave, their sharp senses were bombarded with the aromas of food moving ignorantly close.
The rising sun had pressed them.  With only enough time to cover the bodies in the gully, they ran a desperate race with coming light.  The demon itself had rolled from the mound, reeking of death.  It was dying.  Leader did not waste precious seconds finishing it off.  Instead, they galloped to replace the crystal, closing the door between worlds before more howlers—or worse—came through.
The light was bright.  By the time they found the small cave, the intense light burned their eyes.  Leader did not realize the dense cloud cover had provided an extra hour of vision. 
Light fading, blessed darkness draped the land.  Leader ordered the clan to return to where they had dropped the crystal.
Leader's plan was to hide it with earth, return to the standing stones, destroy the bodies before any demons found them, then lead the hungry longclaws to their first feast in paradise.
Leader kept a slow pace.  Not from caution of predators or discovery, but because moving fast for extended periods caused their breathing to become erratic, bringing dizziness and fatigue.
The damp night air made the longclaws shiver, but once moving, it became tolerable.
Scout undoubtedly picked up the demon smell, but did not recognize it since he had not shared the feast of strange prey from the brown thing.  Leader tasted the air and mind-spoke, "Stop."
The odor was fresh, but the demon gone.  There was another scent with the tracks—a smaller, four-legged animal—mixed with the demon's.  He worked his way to the hole where he had left the crystal.
The hole was gone.  Instead, he saw a small mound of freshly packed mud.  Leader felt the lines of power flow into the spot, then diffuse away.
This was strange, he thought, a demon had buried the stone.  Why?  He sniffed the air.  The trail indicated the demon and other animal had come from—and returned to—the standing stones.
Moving toward the standing stones, Leader considered the possibilities.  There were only two.  The demon host—left for dead—had recovered enough to return the crystal to its guardian spot, or another demon, for some reason, came to check the crystal.
Leader regretted not severing the dying host's head, but the demon was so weak and smelled too strongly of death to have taken the crystal.  Besides, the demon scent at the buried crystal was similar but different.  It was another demon.  But why?
His fears were confirmed at the gully.  The bodies had been discovered.  Three demons' scents and the smaller animal's odor lingered.  The freshest was the one who came to the crystal.  The demon host's scent was present, along with a third, but neither as recent.  This was bad.  He had believed the demon host close to death; he still smelled it on the ground where it had lain.  But two other demons had found the howlers' and longclaws' corpses.  Even worse, the demons now knew the clan's scents.
Leader ordered the clan to slice the bodies into pieces and spread them in the woods.  He was amazed they were not already eaten.  Only a few tiny, multi-legged creatures had come to feed.  The clan bent to the butchery.
Before, in the cave, Leader had explained how he had brought them here.  He told his plans, putting emphasis on the fact demons would hunt and kill them if they learned longclaws were here.
When the grisly dismembering of bodies was complete, he mind-spoke, "Three demons and smaller animal were here.  Remember scent.  Hunt, kill."
The clan moved, following the freshest trail.
Though ravenous, Leader twice told Scout not to change course for small prey.  Even holding their pace to a relative crawl, they quickly reached a river too wide to jump.
The trail led to a tree trunk spanning the water, and Leader tested his weight.  Stable enough, Scout began to cross.
Leader could smell the longclaws' changing odors.  They were always frightened over deep water.
The log was stable, and an oddly consistent vine stretched tightly across it, but the bark was very slick.  Scout nearly lost his footing twice before reaching the other shore.
Scout's mate went next.  Sidestepping from a crouch, gripping the vine, she worked her way over the slippery trunk.
"Hurry!"  There was urgency, danger in Scout's thought.
She looked upstream and saw a huge tree sweeping toward her.
Washed out by the rains and rising water, the dead oak floated downstream roots-first like a battering ram.
The natural fear of water combined with the impending collision made her panic.  Still holding the vine, she increased her pace.
Her hoof slipped, chipping off wet bark, sliding along the log's side as the oak struck.
The impact knocked her off the trunk.  She plunged toward the water.  She snapped to a stop as the vine held, the water up to her waist.
The sudden stop caused her infant to lose its grip.  He splashed and vanished silently in the muddy currents.
The dead oak tree dipped and swayed, working its way under the pine trunk.  The longclaw pulled herself up, scrambled onto the log, and finished crossing.
One by one, the rest crossed, with Leader—acting as the watcher—bringing up the rear.
Leader noted the change in the clan's odors when he rejoined them.
They followed the track upstream before coming to a place where a repellent smell overpowered the trail.  Scout sneezed, clearing his nose.  Stepping away from the assaulting smell, Leader could no longer find the trail they followed, but picked up several older ones.  One was the demon host, and another was the third demon at the gully.
How the host managed to live to reach this far was beyond Leader's experience.  Even here, the smell of coming death was strong.  Most of the scents ended.  There was no more trail: only a vile-smelling spot on the ground.
Leader mind-spoke, and Scout walked an outward spiral trying to pick up the trail.  If he found nothing, they would move in the direction their prey had last headed.  A line of power flowed from there, and it would be easy to maintain direction.
Scout stopped, sniffed the ground, then mind-spoke, "Smaller prey from standing stones."
"Hunt," Leader said, and the clan followed Scout.
The trail led to a demon lair.  It was the one who came to the crystal.  The smaller animal's and the third demon's scent were present as well.  No demons were there.  Scent trails led in all directions, but the freshest was the four-legged prey, so Leader told Scout to follow.
The scent led north along a smooth, flat, muddy track.  It was too open.  Leader moved them through shrubs and weeds along its edge.  Soon they sensed another lair.  Their hunger gnawed.  Leader knew they must feed. 

TWENTY-THREE
Frank Marshall relaxed in his old, leather recliner, the television bracketed between slippered feet.  He kept the lights off when he watched TV, and a ghostly glow reflected bluely on his face.  A commercial interrupted the old movie.  A loudmouthed guy with stupidly large, silly sunglasses was trying to convince viewers to buy new cars.
"Dottie?" Frank called, paused for a response, then called again.  "Dottie, could you bring some ice?"
The side table to the chair's left contained a TV Guide, the remote control, a coaster with a picture of Old Ironsides, and a short, stubby glass of scotch.  The glass was half full, the ice reduced to thin shards.
Dottie came through the door with a glass filled with ice.  She handed it to Frank then sat on the sofa to his right.  "What are you watching?"
"They Died With Their Boots On," he answered, shuttling ice cubes to his glass.
"That's the one where Errol Flynn plays Custer, isn't it?" she asked, staring at the soft-drink commercial.  Already knowing the answer, she said, as much to herself as to her husband, "We must have seen that movie fifteen times.  I think I'll go start a book."
"Suit yourself," Frank said, sloshing the scotch in the ice as the movie returned to the screen.
He stared blankly at the screen as Dottie left, so she knew he wasn't paying attention to the movie.  More likely he was remembering, thinking about things.
They both thought about things a lot lately.  Things like two daughters who did not seem to care one way or another about their parents.  Things like a nearly grown grandson whom they had not seen in fifteen years.
She loved Frank.  He was crotchety, and could be a grand asshole when he was in a mood.  She sometimes—in her own moods—blamed him for the terrible relationships with their kids.  But Frank was an honest man.  An old-fashioned man who, though not a churchgoer, kept the Ten Commandments, except for frequently taking the Lord's name in vain.  He was molded by the Great Depression, smothered in work ethic, as was she.  With her family gone and her daughters practically strangers, he was all she had.  As old age progressed, she quietly hoped when the time came to die, she would go first.  She really was afraid of life without Frank.
Dottie fluffed a pillow, reclining on her side of the queen-sized bed.  She pulled her robe's collar together, clicked the three-way bulb in the bedside lamp to its brightest, and opened a paperback Gothic.
Thirty minutes later, Errol Flynn explained to a bewildered Arthur Kennedy they were all going to die at the hands of countless redskins, whipped into war paint and supplied by Kennedy's own evil enterprises.  This explanation would not have bothered Kennedy's character except he was one of the ones to die.
But anything could have been on the screen.  His mind, clouded by three scotches, was in the past, in Detroit, before he retired.  He was reliving the time when his engineering skills showed a Ford senior VP how to save four million dollars a year without reducing quality.  It was his greatest moment, just as retirement was his blackest.
He heard something crunch across the gravel outside.
The road might be nothing but graded clay—a quagmire in this weather—but Frank Marshall had hired Harley Knighten to spread three loads of granite gravel in his driveway and barnyard.
He heard it again, closer to the house.
He picked up the remote control and muted the volume.  Head cocked toward the window, listening, he set his glass down with one hand and reached for the lever on his recliner's side with the other.
What was it Mason said this afternoon?  Wild dogs, that was it, he thought, a pack of wild dogs.  Marshall didn't think any wild dogs would be brazen enough to come into his yard, but as a precaution he had locked Dottie's dog in the barn with her pups.
He stood up, went to a closet, took out and loaded a semiautomatic, sixteen-gauge shotgun, then went to the back door.  If there was a pack of dogs sniffing around, they were about to find their butts full of buckshot.
It was dark.  He saw nothing in the 'L' shape of his house.  His finger reached for the wall switch to the floodlights.
His finger touched it but stopped.  He pulled his hand away.  He didn't want to scare them off with light.  He wanted to give them a butt full of buckshot.
Marshall slowly opened the door.
The gravel crunched again, unmistakable.  It came from around the corner, a stealthy sound.  It made him a little nervous, but he was going to show them.
He stepped onto the stone patio, his slippers making soft plops on the smooth slate.  Holding the gun diagonally across his chest, he took a cautious step toward the house's rear.
He passed the patio door to their bedroom, took another three strides, and it came around the corner.
Whatever it was, it was damned sure no dog, and was unbelievably fast.
Frank raised the weapon's butt to his shoulder.  The nightmare blur streaked forward.  The shotgun's barrel came down a quarter through its arc to firing position before the thing was on him.
He glimpsed the violent speed of the creature's arm arcing toward him.
He flinched back, but too late.  He hit the patio and rolled over.  Opening his eyes, he saw bedroom slippers.  Looking higher, the hem of a robe.  Still higher, a pair of hands clenched a shotgun.  Then he saw blood pumping from the severed neck.  He understood and, mercifully, his brain began to shut down as the hideous thing reached forward, speared his body below the sternum, pulled it forward, and sucked the pumping blood.
Dottie heard the back door close but paid no attention.  She heard something thump onto the patio then, an instant later, barely audible through the patio door, a slurping sound.
"What in the world?"  She rose from bed, stepping into slippers.  Simultaneously she flipped the outside light switch and pulled aside the curtain over the door window.
Six pairs of three-hundred-watt floodlights blazed.
Dottie screamed.
Between her and his body, Frank's head lay in a glistening pool.
The dog barked wildly from the barn.
The horror sucking from the neck's stump dropped the body, shielded its eyes, stumbled blindly, bounced off an outside wall, then streaked into darkness.
It happened so fast Dottie did not register the other monstrosities moving toward Frank's body then bolting from the blinding lights.
Dottie stared out the door.  Shock washed over her, adrenaline coursed through her.  She saw Frank's headless body crumple to the ground.  The shotgun fallen to the patio.  She watched his hands twitch.  Dottie saw his head, canted on the patio, facing his body.  She saw his eyes close.
He died defending her.  Frank died defending her.  The thought pierced her soul.  Her eyes widened with insatiable, mad vengeance.  There was no thought, no logic or planning.  She opened the door and went onto the patio.
Avoiding Frank's body and head, eyes focused on the shotgun, she picked it up.  Frank insisted she learn to shoot.  She had thought it silly, only doing it to accommodate him.  Now she was glad.  Glad because she was going to blow the bastards to hell, the bastards who took her Frank, who killed him while he defended her.
The dog was going crazy.
It's going for the barn, she thought.  And suddenly, like a lunatic who can't focus on reality, Dottie knew it wanted the dog.
It killed Frank, all she had: or almost.  She still had Pepper and the pups.  When Frank had locked Pepper in the barn, Dottie had felt sorry for her, but now she was glad.
She held the gun pointed forward amateurishly, but ready to fire in an instant.
Dottie moved toward the barn across the lake of light around her house.  The light's sharp edge ended halfway to the barn, but its residue created shadows on the repaired barn door.
A mad woman with a shotgun, Dottie crunched gravel with each step.  She paused, listening, but the barking blanketed anything she might have heard.  Slowly, crouched, twisting at every imagined movement, the gray-haired Dottie Marshall was going to save her dog.  Save it from whatever had killed her Frank.
At her insistence, Frank had left a light on in the barn for Pepper.  She saw it spilling through the crack below the door.  A few more steps and she could retrieve her dog and return to the safety of the house's bright lights.
Reaching for the latch, gravel crunched to her right.  Before her head completed turning, two claws knifed between her ribs, into her kidney and liver.  They swept up, lifting, carrying her beyond the shadows.

TWENTY-FOUR
The clan drank the demon's blood.  Leader had snatched it from the large lair.  They had waited in darkness as the demon came toward the large lair containing the barking, growling animal.  When the demon crossed into shadow, Leader sprinted from hiding.  Skewering and lifting in a single motion, he carried it around the corner into the darkness.  They drank.
Not satisfied, they sniffed the lair with the barker in it.  Underneath the growls and barks were softer sounds: infant animals.
Remembering the brown thing that brought demons to his land, Leader scraped a killing claw across the lair's surface.
It gouged.
Again, and the gouge deepened.  He struck, claw penetrating the barrier.
The animal on the other side barked madly.
Leader pulled the claw out, and hideously bright light beamed through the hole.  He heard the animal just on the other side of the barrier, but the light was too bright to see anything.
“Hunt,” Leader mind-spoke, frustrated by the light in the lair.
The clan moved away from the burning lights.  After a short distance, Scout killed and bled a little four-legged creature with pink nose and cord-like tail.  It squealed and hissed as he cut through the back of its neck.
They found two little hoppers, but there was little blood.  Finally a river forced them to change direction.
Scout followed the shore to the right.  He had observed no caves since crossing the river.  Finding a cave before the blinding sun exposed them helplessly to the demons was imperative.
There was still the matter of the demons who found the bodies, as well as the smaller animal that walked with them.  But they had lost its trail.  If this river led back to the place where they crossed, they could try to pick up the trail.  The darkness was fresh, there was plenty of time to feed, find and kill the demons, and return to the cave.

TWENTY-FIVE
Pete stayed by his ailing father all day.  Ruby cleaned his wounds, spread new ointment, and rewrapped his shredded hands before dinner.  About every two hours, she entered the living room, felt his forehead, checked his pulse and, holding his nose, forced down tablespoon doses of a deep-reddish-brown-colored liquid.  After dinner, Tom started perspiring, kicking the covers off.  Pete, following Ruby's instructions, dutifully replaced them.  His father had not regained consciousness.
Glory sat with Pete most of the day.  She taught him to play gin and rummy, though his mind was not on games.
They were sitting, talking quietly.  Glory felt Pete's concern.  "He's going to be fine.  You'll see.  Grandma says it's a good sign when they sweat like that.  It means the fever is breaking.  I'll bet by morning he's awake and ready to eat.  Just wait, you'll see," she said, shyly reaching across the table, taking his hand and giving it a reassuring squeeze.
Pete looked at Glory.  He liked her.  If he were not so worried he'd . . . He'd what?  He did not know exactly, other than he would like to hold her in his arms and kiss her until his lips fell off.  He started to tell her about how his father really was not much of a father.  About how he left Pete with a stressed-out mother who, after the baby died, slipped deeper and deeper into a Valium vortex, and how his not-so-great father seemed to only enter his life during bad times, when there were problems, and there always were.  He started to tell her how his old man only had one answer for all his problems: military school.
He started to tell her maybe he was not such a great son.  Maybe many of his problems were self-inflicted.  Maybe his dad could not reach him because he would not let him.  Maybe a lot of things: but he did not.  All he said was, "I hope so," as he stood to re-cover his feverish father.
Royce and Ruby sat in the cane-backed rockers on the back porch.  Irene was in the kitchen cleaning after dinner.  Irene was terrified by what Royce had told them.  Her fear doubled because her husband, Charlie, was somewhere across the swollen river and she could not reach him.
When she had discovered the washed-out bridge at Cold River, she had also seen the downed telephone line.  When the bridge went, it had carried away part of the bank, scraping the combination power and telephone pole free so it hung suspended over the water's edge.  The sharp drop snapped the telephone lines but somehow, miraculously, the power line held the dangling pole inches above the current.
Irene joined her mother and Royce on the porch.  Royce talked about the day's events again.  Irene wished he would find another subject.
Royce was recounting, reliving what happened, trying to find some missing piece.
Sitting on the porch with Ruby and Irene, Royce struggled with the inconsistencies.  "Two things," he said, massaging his left shoulder.  "Why did they drag those bodies into the gully and cover them?  Second, the energy fields along the leys were restored, which meant the crystal had been taken from the hole then put back.  So somebody dug it up, took it away, then put it back but didn't cover it again.  It doesn't make sense."
Ruby glanced up as the bulbs on the back porch flickered, then said, "Maybe it was like burying the bodies.  And maybe they didn't cover up the quartz because they planned on taking it out again."
"I don't know.  Those bodies were different species.  From the looks of it, they died fighting each other.  I can't imagine burying your enemy alongside your own."  Royce stared blankly into the nighttime.
"Well then, maybe they weren't burying them at all, maybe they were hiding them," Ruby said a little annoyed.
"From what?" asked Royce.
"You," she answered, "and me, and anything else that might find them.  Maybe they . . ."
The thought sprang to life in Royce's mind full grown and he interrupted.  "Ruby, what you said about not covering the quartz.  The fact they knew about the quartz means they aren't here by accident.  They had to move the quartz to get here, then replace it to seal the doorway.  You see, Ruby, they knew what they were doing.  They knew about our world and figured out how to get here."
"If that's so, how come they brought somebody to have a scrap with soon as they landed?  Don't make sense to me," Ruby said, standing and stretching.  "Unless those other things came through accidentally, at the same time.  Then that might explain why they replaced the quartz, so nothing else would come through."
Pete followed Glory out the back door.  "Dad's really sweating bad.  The sheets are soaked.  Should I do anything?"
"We'll take care of it, honey," Ruby said, heading inside.  "Why don't you and Glory help?  I'll show you how they change a bed in the hospital with the patient in it."
The door slammed as the three entered the house.  Irene stepped off the porch.  The grassy ground around the back of Ruby's house was still soaked.  Royce could tell she was frightened.
The lightbulbs flickered again, then burned steadily, casting a harsh light on Irene's features as she stood in the shadows looking north, where her husband was.  Royce was trying to think of something soothing or reassuring to say when he heard something.
He looked beyond Irene, but saw nothing.  He moved closer to the end of the porch, straining to hear the sound again.
Irene saw his expression.  "What is it?"  Her voice was nervous.
They came.  Gray blurs seeming to rise from the ground.
Irene watched Royce's eyes grow large.
They came.  Unbelievably fast, nightmare shadows, pounding hooves sucking mud, swinging claws keeping rhythm with the strides.
Dread surprise blended into raw fear on Royce's face.  His mouth moved to form a word.
Irene began to turn to look as it hit her.
He heard the dress's fabric rip.  He saw the skin open and the muscles part across the small of her back.  She began to collapse, spinal cord severed.
Too late, the words finally passed his lips.  Royce screamed, "Irene!  Irene!"
Irene's scream choked into a wet gurgle as she was rolled over and a wicked claw slashed across her throat.
Inside, someone hit the light switch.  Floodlights illuminated the backyard area in pools of white light.
One of the things charged into the light, hands balled into fists, its frightening claws aimed at the old man, who stumbled back in terror.  The thing crossed one arm over its eyes and moved forward, slashing its free claw in Royce's direction.
When they came, they moved like nothing Royce had ever seen.  Faster than greyhounds chasing electric rabbits, faster even than the famed cheetah.  But now, in the light, it moved awkwardly, hesitated an instant, then backed into the black night with catlike quickness.
Ruby charged through the door.  Her daughter was in trouble, no time to waste.
Royce stood on the porch, pressed against the wall.  Pete and Glory followed through the door.  Royce said, "Pete, bring the shotgun.  Move quick."
Pete hesitated only an instant before returning inside.
"Where's Irene?  Where is she?"  Ruby stepped quickly off the porch, peering into the suddenly ominous darkness, her voice barely holding panic in check.
Royce stepped off the porch.  "They took her, Ruby.  She was standing right here and they just came and took her."
He did not tell Ruby her daughter had been almost severed at the waist, or that she had crumpled to the ground like a dropped dress only to be lifted, turned, and nearly decapitated, all in less than two seconds.  He didn't tell her because it had been too fast and he was not sure.  He was sure the thing that charged into the light was one of the hoofed, nightmare demons.
"Who took her?  Who?"  Ruby turned toward the dark field.  "Irene, Irene.  Hold on honey, Mama's coming."
There was no answer.
"Here's the gun."  Pete offered it to Royce.  "I brought a flashlight."
Ruby grabbed the gun and walked briskly toward the field.  "Irene, where are you, honey?  Answer me, baby.  I'm coming."
Pete shone the light into the field.  Its beam found only knee-high weeds and wet dirt.  He pointed it down, illuminating the glistening, red earth on which Glory had stood.
"Hold on, Ruby," Royce said, straining to see.
"Don't tell me to hold on, my little girl is out there and . . ."
Glory screamed.  Her contorted face drained white.  "Oh, God.  Mama, please God, not Mama," she wailed, her eyes rolling up as she fainted.
Pete managed to break her fall and half-lowered, half-dropped her to the ground.
Hearing her granddaughter, Ruby whirled and swooped to her aid.
Royce heard something off in the darkness.  He picked up the flashlight Pete dropped to grab Glory and shone it into the night.  "Get back inside.  Now."  His voice was steady, old eyes straining to see past the light's effective range.  For the briefest second, he thought the beam generated a night-shine reflection from some animal's eyes in the field.  Then it was gone, too quickly to be sure.
Pete and Ruby had Glory on her feet.  Supporting her on either side, they helped her up the porch steps.  Ruby carried the shotgun in her left hand.
Royce backed into the lit area.  The light played across the earth and he saw the sickening glint of Irene's blood—a butcher's dew.  He glanced toward the porch.  They helped Glory into a rocker.  He saw the red tracks her sneakers had made on the steps.
Glory regained consciousness.  She leaned forward in the chair, face in hands.  "Mama's not dead.  Mama's not dead," she repeated over and over.
Ruby dropped to her knees in front of the rocker.  She reached out and gathered her granddaughter to her bosom.  "Oh, Glory.  My baby.  My poor baby.  Hold on to me, honey.  Hold me tight," she repeated, tears squeezing from closed eyes, great shudders running through her body.
Royce picked up the gun Ruby had released and stood by Pete.  The old man and the boy did not speak.  They only stared into the night, trying not to look at the stained ground, listening to Ruby and Glory sobbing in each other's arms.
Ruby had seen the blood.  Even in her state she knew: no one could lose that much blood and live—no one.

TWENTY-YSIX
Grandmother and granddaughter sat on Ruby's bed holding each other, sharing grief.
Only Royce had seen the creatures attack and kill Irene.  One had charged him, but the porch's bright lights forced it to retreat.  Royce could not believe how quickly they moved.
When they had found Irene's body beyond the light, it was severed and drained.  The red-splattered corpse illustrated the ferocity and swiftness of its killers.  Ruby had stood over her daughter's mangled body, weeping silently, biting her lower lip, the pump shotgun dangling from limp arms and stooped shoulders.  Glory had not been so subdued.
At Royce's direction, Pete tried to keep Glory from her mother's remains, but she would not have it.  Pushing past, nearly knocking him down, she waded into the weeds.  Reaching the ripped and twisted form, she screamed and collapsed to her knees, her mother's spilled blood staining her pants.
Ruby's instincts clicked in.  She took her granddaughter by the shoulders and helped Glory to her feet, hugging her tightly.  They stood, sobbing, holding each other for long moments.
Royce's eyes never left the darkness beyond.  Each sound, each perceived movement raised the hairs on his neck.  He held the double-barrel shotgun, hammers cocked, at the ready.
Ruby had moved her granddaughter into the house where, an hour later, they still sat on the bed, faces red and puffy.
In the living room, Pete sat next to his sleeping father.  Royce looked in and saw him bent forward, face in hands, a disturbed young man.  Royce went into the kitchen and sat at the table, facing the doorway.
He tried to think.  This had gone too far.  He should have told Charlie when he had the chance.  Charlie might not have believed him, but now—with Irene dead—Royce felt enormous guilt.
What had saved Royce were the lights.  He saw the creature throw a shielding arm over owlish eyes while slashing blindly with the other.  Royce went through the house, making sure every light was on in every room.  He reasoned they would be safe in daylight.  He and Pete could go for help in the morning.  The bridge was out, but they could cross the river, go upstream until they found a place to cross, or until they reached the road that led to Two's store.  It would be a long walk, but they could make it in a day, then come back with help.  They only had to make it through the night, rest up for the long hike tomorrow, and pray the power line held.
There was a solid thump on the front porch.
"What was that?" Pete exclaimed, scraping the chair legs as he jumped up.  He backed away from the front door, staying between it and the sofa bed.
Royce entered from the kitchen, a white-knuckled grip on the long shotgun.  He glanced first at the door, then the curtained windows.  More frightened than anyone realized, he motioned for Pete to stay behind him.  Walking slowly to the window, pressing his back against the wall, he held the gun's barrel skyward in his right hand and, with his left, pulled back the curtain enough to see the porch.
Pogo stood, head cocked, quizzically staring back at him.  Royce's whole body sighed relief.  Grinning broadly, he opened the door.
Pogo came in, matted and wet, tracking across the floor.  Royce and Pete were glad to see him.
Royce and Pete cleaned the mess Pogo tracked in.  Royce told Pete his plan for tomorrow, saying they should sleep before the long walk.  Neither did.
Pete slumped in a chair, not talking, ears tuned to every sound, eyes flicking to every imagined shadow.  Royce went into the bedroom to check on and comfort Ruby and Glory.  Then, without telling anyone, he went outside to accomplish the gruesome task of moving Irene's body into the small barn.  A slow drizzle soaked his clothes as he labored with the body.  It would have been much easier if Pete had helped, but he could not bring himself to inflict this work on the teenager.  He laid the body out as best he could, and covered it with a fresh sheet that immediately reddened where it touched the open gashes.  Royce returned to the living room and pulled a chair next to Pete's.  Together they kept silent vigil, trying to hear beyond the water dripping from the roof.  Eventually they dozed in fitful sleep, only to awaken at the slightest sound, or from the horror of their dreams.  Only Pogo slept well that night, stretched out on the floor by the front door.


TWENTY-SEVEN
Royce—sometimes alone, sometimes with Pete—walked through the house several times, checking locks, looking out windows, straining to see beyond the lit area.
Morning came, the sun a muted glow backlighting a sky low with swollen clouds.  The drizzle stopped before sunrise, but the sky threatened.
Royce wished for a brighter day.  He was sure the lights held the creatures back, but they were bright, high-wattage bulbs.  These dark clouds granted only twilight brightness from horizon to horizon.  He needed start soon to be sure of making it out, but he wanted to give take little time to see if the sun might burn through.  Royce doubted it, but the more light the better.
Empty emotional vessels for the present, Ruby and Glory slept on the double bed.  Still dressed, their pained expressions showed wear and strain even in sleep.
Royce heated the soup and herbal tea Ruby had left on the stove.  He sliced bread for himself and Pete, who dozed in the other room.
When the soup boiled, he ladled some into a cup and drank slowly, dipping the bread.  A low moan came from the other room.
Tom, though still very ill, was coming around.  Royce watched his movements, suspecting he would wake soon.
Pogo rose, stretched, sniffed Pete, then scratched at the door.  Royce opened it quietly and let Pogo out.
The old man looked up the road, toward Frank Marshall's place.  He felt an obligation to tell him the truth—but who would believe it?  Still, he should warn them in case he did not make it back.
Royce looked at his watch, then the sky, which seemed to have grown darker.  He sighed and went to his truck.
The gravel crunched under Royce’s truck tires.  Three chickens pecked between the house and the barn.
He walked to the front door, rang the bell, and waited.  At first he thought they might have gone somewhere, but with the bridge out, where?
Around back, the floodlights glowed in the dusky light.  He found the decapitated Frank Marshall on the patio.  The night's rain had washed most of the blood away.
Royce leaned against a wall for support.  Sickened, he didn't know how much more he could stand.  He pulled himself together and knocked on the back door, hoping against reality that Dottie would answer, knowing she would not.
He walked into the barnyard.  He found a shotgun near the barn door.  On the far side in the flower garden, he found the familiar hoofprints.
"Satan's tracks," he muttered.
Standing at the edge of the field, he scanned for signs of Dottie, knowing she was somewhere in the weeds, hacked and slashed, bled dry.  He looked for a long time, but could not see her.
Royce took the shotgun and drove home—where he picked up the automatic pistol—then went back to Ruby's to find Pete and start their journey.
Ruby moved about the kitchen, zombie-like.  Glory—a rag doll with her hands in her lap—slouched in a kitchen chair, staring toward the barn.  The older woman made scrambled eggs.
It was automatic.  No one was going to eat them, but she had to do something.  She stopped beating the eggs and brought a kerchief from the apron's pocket, wiped her eyes, then shook her head sadly while biting her lower lip.  She sighed and returned to whipping the eggs.
When Royce returned, he gave Ruby a reassuring hug.  She held him, crying for a few moments.  Glory glanced toward her grandmother briefly, then again fixed her stare on the barn.
Ruby blew her nose and waved Royce off, saying she would be all right.
Royce called Pete, handed him an olive-drab knapsack and the pump shotgun.  "You ready?"
Pete nodded.
"Ever fire one of those?"  The man pointed to the gun.
"No."
"Hope you're a quick learner."  Royce forced a smile.  "Let's go."
Pete looked at Glory.  "I'm sorry, Glory."  He paused, then went outside.
Royce went to Glory, bent over, and gently hugged her.
"I'm okay.  Everything's okay, Uncle Royce.  It's okay," she said, nodding her head.
They rode double on the four-wheeler, the army-surplus knapsack slung over Pete's shoulder.  In it were a half loaf of bread, some cheese, a paring knife, and a box of twelve-gauge shells.  Though he had never fired anything more powerful than a pellet rifle, he carried the pump shotgun.  Royce showed him how to use it, and Pete loaded three rounds, leaving the chamber empty.
Following the hills' contours, they stopped to examine a set of tracks leading away from—then back toward—the river.  Pogo caught up and sniffed from one track to another, whining softly.
They left the four-wheeler and crossed the Tallahega on the pine trunk.  Both noticed the hoof tracks on each side, but neither mentioned them.
The tracks led east toward Medicine Pond.  Royce pointed north, along the river shore.  "We'll follow the river for a while.  It'll keep us out of heavy woods; we won't have so many steep hills to climb," he said, taking the lead.
"Yeah, and we won't run into as many monsters," Pete said with serious sarcasm, shifting the knapsack.
"Right."  Royce did not smile.
As usual, the direction established, Pogo trotted ahead, sniffing, circling, constantly looking back to make sure his humans followed.
It took an hour to reach the Tallahega's headwaters, the last half accompanied by a heavy drizzle from a dreary sky.  Startled at each sound, they grinned with relieved embarrassment when it turned out to be a bird or squirrel.  Staying along the eastern bank, they continued up the smaller Little River until they came to the log connecting the shores.  The ground was crowded with pines encroaching on much older oaks along the shoreline.  The pine-needle carpet prevented clear tracks.  Neither noticed the impressions left by the hooves.
Pogo smelled the tracks before making his way to the other side.  Royce waited until Pete crossed the treacherous waters before following.
They stood under a branch canopy, water dripping from nearly every limb.  Pogo moved deeper into the woods, disappearing in a thicket.  Royce stopped a moment to catch his breath.
A wind began to blow, and the mist turned to light rain.
Pete heard a rustling.  There had been so many false alarms, and he did not want to make the old man jumpy for nothing.
"Piece of luck, the log not being washed out.  We would have had to gone ten miles out of our way," the old man said, wiping a mixture of sweat and rain from his face with a towel produced from under his poncho.
The wind stopped.  Pete smelled it, the odor of ripe cucumbers:  a copperhead.  His eyes desperately searched the ground around him.  He turned to warn Royce.
As he did, he glimpsed movement.
It came directly at him, arms extended, vicious claws aimed at his throat.
In his terror, reflexes took control.  He attempted to pump a shell into the chamber and bring the gun to bear on the approaching monstrosity, while retreating to buy time.  Stepping backward, he screamed a horrified warning to Royce.  Through it all, a strange, disbelieving awareness of the thing's uncanny speed fascinated his thoughts.
Pete realized he would never chamber the shell and position the shotgun in time.  At best, he might be able to use it to block the first blows.  The thing was nearly on him.  God it was fast.
His heel caught on an exposed root.  He toppled backward, his arms sweeping outward and back as he fell.
The creature's slashing blows were like a boxer's combination punches, but in empty air: air Pete would have occupied had he not fallen.
Pete thumped the ground hard.  The shotgun slipped, skidding away.  Huge, blinking eyes and horrible snout swept toward him.  He knew he was going to die.  He watched his killer coming.
Pogo plowed into the thing's right hindquarter.  Snarling, fangs bared, the soaked and matted dog bit into its hide.
It hissed as it half fell, half stepped away from the attack.  Pogo fell, jumped back up, and leapt at the creature again.
The monster was more than ready.  Pete watched in horror as the monster caught the dog in mid-leap, impaling it with brutal claws.
Pogo howled in agony as claw points emerged from the other side of his body.  The thing lifted the writhing, yelping dog above its head and slung him over Pete's prone form.  Pogo cried loudly as he slammed into a tree and dropped to the ground.
Pete heard the sickening thud, then all sound was smothered by a gun's roar.
Only seconds elapsed from the time the attack began until Pogo crashed into the tree.  Royce watched stunned for two precious seconds.  Then, moving at a speed that seemed like cold honey pouring, he reached under the poncho, gripped the pistol's butt, pulled it, and fired.
The first shot plowed the ground, the second whizzed past the amazed creature's shoulder, the third, fourth, and fifth climbed successively higher, skinning bark from a tree and knocking branches from another.
The creature locked eyes with the old man for the briefest instant then disappeared into the dense woods as the sixth, seventh, and final shot exploded after it.
Pete got to his feet, eyes wide with fear, pumped with adrenaline.  He exchanged speechless looks with the old man, who still held the gun with his outstretched arm.
Royce finally spoke.  "You okay?"  He lowered the pistol and took a full clip from his back pocket.  He walked toward Pete, shifting his eyes to the darkened woods.
"Pogo, it got Pogo!" Pete yelled, moving toward the dog.
Pogo lay on his side, dark blood soaking the curly gray hair around his wounds.  His rear legs were drawn up in crippled relaxation, his front legs held stiffly straight.  With great effort, he lifted his head at his name.  His almond eyes looked at Pete, then to Royce.
Favoring his right ankle, Pete limped to the dog and dropped to his knees beside Pogo.  Not knowing what else to do, he gently stroked the dog's head.
Pogo coughed.  Blood mixed with saliva trickled thickly from his mouth.  His eyes locked on Pete's, as if asking for an explanation for his immobility.
"We've got to do something," Pete exclaimed.  "You've got to help him!"
Royce picked up the shotgun and backed toward Pete, keeping his eyes on the woods where the thing had vanished.
Royce saw the knifelike claws run through the dog and knew there was little he or anyone could do.  Standing over Pogo, Royce realized the animal's back was broken.  It was dying, but mercifully, it felt little or no pain.
"Please," Pete pleaded, looking at Royce, holding tears in check.  "Please, you've got to do something.  He saved my life.  He saved me and I won't let him die.  He can't die."
Royce wanted to tell Pete everything would be okay.  He wanted to say Pogo would be all right.  He only managed to put an arm across Pete's shoulder and say, "I know, I know."  Moisture burned his eyes.
Pogo laid his head on the cushion of rust-colored pine needles, eyes open, looking straight ahead.  His breathing became ragged and he coughed up more blood.  Pete softly stroked his head, repeating, "It's okay, boy.  You're going to be all right.  That's a good Pogo."
Finally, after torturous minutes, the dog's breathing stopped and his eyes began to glaze.
Pete stayed beside the dead dog, stroking his head, fighting to control his sobs.  Once again, something he had loved was taken from him.
A hole appeared in the dense cloud cover, and sunlight beamed through as if a switch had been flipped.  Royce looked at the sky with relief.
Using a folding army spade, he dug a grave.  Pete sat silently by Pogo's body.  The muddy earth's suction and tangled roots made slow going, but eventually the shallow grave was ready.
When Pete rose, he severely favored his right ankle.  Royce knew the boy would not be able to negotiate the rough terrain ahead.
Silently he lifted Pogo's body in both arms and lowered it into the grave.  Pete limped over and stood by his side.
Royce looked at the teenager.  The boy returned his glance with hollow eyes then looked down at the body in the hole.  Lip quivering, Pete said softly, "He saved my life."
Royce was not usually much on ceremony, but he knew the boy expected—and Pogo deserved—something.  He thought a moment, then began, "You were a good dog, a real good dog.  A lot of people loved you.  You didn't know this boy very long, but I don't think anyone loved you more.  Hell, if love healed, you'd be up and romping around right now.
"God, I'm no Billy Graham, and I don't know what happens when animals die.  But this one was more noble than most men I know.  He gave everything he had for us.  So if you ever make concessions, give him a thought.  He'll make good company for your other residents.  He was a pistol.  Thanks, Lord.  Amen."
They stood in silence; a single tear slid down Royce's face.  Pete cleared his throat but did not cry.
After a moment, Royce asked, "You want to add anything?"
Pete looked into the hole, then to the woods where the creature had vanished.  He started to say something, paused, then said in a quaking voice, "Only that he was the best dog I ever knew."  He limped a few feet.  Facing away, he leaned against a tree as Royce filled the grave.
When he finished Royce asked, "How's that ankle?"
"It's just sprained.  I'll be all right, but maybe you'd better go on.  I don't think I could keep up in these hills," he said, nervous eyes darting from shadow to shadow.
Royce considered his options.  The boy would not be able to walk out on his own before dark, and he was not strong enough to carry him.  The bright sun currently offered protection, but the threatening clouds could close anytime.
He had assumed the creatures could not operate in light.  The attack proved him wrong.  Like everything else in life, things worked by degrees.  He could not be sure how much light was safe.
He decided to return to Ruby's and try again tomorrow on his own.  Using the spade in its angled position, he cut a sapling, fashioning a crutch for Pete.
Pete's ankle forced him to crawl across the log on all fours.  On the other side, they retraced their steps to the pine over the Tallahega.

TWENTY-EIGHT
The clan's second night in paradise was eventful.  Twice, blinding lights drove them from prey.  Once at the gravel-path lair, and again at the lair of the demons who knew them.  In the first instance, they at least were able to feed on half their prey, but in the second, the lights drove them away before they could drink.
They fled to the tree line.  From there, the island of light hurt their eyes only if they stared directly at it.  They found and waited in a cave not too far away.  Scout had found it earlier, a hole in the ground where the unmistakable but faded demon scent lingered.  A stairway led to a subterranean chamber.  Scout stood sentinel, watching in case the lights vanished as quickly as they appeared.  This was a strange world, and Leader was not sure what to expect.
Leader scented the demons in the lair.  The ones who knew the clan were all present, except for the smaller animal.  Others were present as well.  All would perish to preserve his secret.
Speaker and Scout's mate huddled together against the cold.  Leader hoped this was the cold season, but sensed it was not.
When it became apparent the lights were not going to die, he ordered Scout to hunt.  There were only small animals, but they were everywhere, blood for the harvesting.
They traversed the treacherous river and moved through the area of the Crossing.  By the time they reached the cave where they spent the horrid day, it was raining.  The chill made them shiver.
Though abundant, the small animals required many kills to satisfy their hunger.  Sometimes the reward was not worth the energy expended.
Scout sniffed deeply.  The rain suppressed his ability to distinguish odor over long distances, but he thought there was something larger upriver.
Leader ordered the clan to the place where the demons gathered, but the lights continued to glare.  They moved through the rain and recrossed the river, traveling north until they came to another fallen tree.  They crossed excitedly, smelling large prey.
The clan trotted, holding their speed down.  Each time they moved quickly for too long, they became light-headed, their breath ragged.  They found a cave on a hillside.  Leader fixed its location as a possible haven from the day.
Soon they entered a large, level field.  Young plants grew in perfectly straight rows.  Across the field came the strong scent of much prey from the north.  The clan moved on, feeding instincts taking over.
Entering the barnyard, they passed under a sign that read ‘Biggs Family Farm #27.’  There was a large structure and several smaller ones on one side of the road.  There were several larger buildings and a smaller fenced in area holding half a dozen cows.
The purpose of these animals was to provide meat for the workers.  Tonight they would feed the clan.
The chickens cackled, the pigs grunted, and the cows lowed as the longclaws approached.  The clan moved swiftly and silently.  Leaping the corral's rails, Leader made the first kill.  Blood gushed from the defenseless creature's torn throat.  Speaker and Scout's mate fell on the animal, forcing it first to its front knees then to its side as they sucked up the warm banquet.
Scout killed another.  It was too easy.  The remaining beasts only huddled in the pen's corner, making pitiful sounds.
Leader slashed a third, drinking his fill.
The animals in the other pens panicked.  They grunted and squealed, bumping into each other.  Lights came on inside the mobile home nearest the barnyard.  These lights were not as horrible as the previous, but Leader took no chances and ordered the clan to flee.
The clan galloped through the huge field of young, green plants, then headed toward the cover of the wooded mountains.  They were nearly to the tree line when the area of their feast blazed in searing light.  It dawned on Leader that the demons controlled pieces of the sun.  If this were so, then it became even more important to keep the clan’s existence secret.
Their bellies full and slightly distended, they slowed to a trot after entering the forest.  They moved north, observing their new territory, following the crest line.  Scout turned west along a fresh trail.



Buster Knighten sat, hands gripping the steering wheel of his father's pickup truck.  Janet Baker sat next to him, leaning against the door, eyes moist.  Neither spoke.  The atmosphere was tense.  Finally, she gave in.  "Aw, Buster, what are we gonna do?"  Tears streamed down her cheeks for the second time in ten minutes.
Buster thought a moment, then—without looking at the girl—said, "Jesus, Janet!  Oh Jesus, my ol' man is gonna kill me.  Shit, he's gonna really kill me."  The teenager clenched and unclenched his hands.
The seventeen-year-old girl was pretty, with long, chestnut hair that hung in gentle waves.  Her mouth was full and pouty: “kissable” Buster called it.  What really turned Buster on were her legs: long and firm, gentle curves, and small ankles.  He had wanted her since the first time he saw her running the four-forty on the girls’ track team.
"I ain't getting an abortion, Buster Knighten," she blurted, tears flowing as she backed against the door.
Buster was scared.  He was living his worst nightmare.  He knew when it happened.  He and Janet went to Atlanta for a weekend six weeks ago.
They had made love only once before, in the pickup truck.  Buster previously had sex with two other girls, but it was Janet's first time.
Six weeks later, the price for young love seemed frightfully expensive.  She had known she should start taking pills, but she couldn't ask her mother.  Buster knew about precautions, but never gave them a second thought: before now.
"Well, that's just fine!  That's just fine as wine!" Buster exclaimed slamming a fist on the steering wheel.  "You ain't getting an abortion.  So what does that leave?  I'm supposed to marry you ‘cause you forgot to take a pill?"
Janet choked on her sobs.  "But you . . . you said you loved me."
"I need to think."  He got out of the truck and closed the door a little too hard.  The old logging road was wet, but not too muddy.  Buster had something more pleasant in mind when Janet said she wanted to go someplace to be alone.  He had brought her to this secluded spot to enjoy her the way he had every weekend since Atlanta.  Now she tells him this shit.
He reached into the ice chest in the truck's bed, pulled out a beer, popped the top, and walked a few feet to the truck's front before tossing his head back and gulping the cold liquid.  It was dark, but through the windshield, he saw Janet watching him as she wiped her face with tissues.  Buster just knew his dad was going to kill him for this.
"Fine as wine," he muttered, disgusted.
A shadow darted across the road behind the truck.  It was fleeting, but he was sure he saw something.  A deer, he thought.  He walked to the truck and opened the door.  He started to say something to Janet, who leaned over looking at him expectantly, but didn't know what to say.  I'm sorry I knocked you up.  You should have been on the pill.  No way am I marrying you.  Somehow, none of his thoughts seemed right for the moment.
The angry boy swung into the cab and closed the door.  Clasping the steering wheel with one hand and finishing the beer with the other, he tried to think what to say, just to move them past this moment so he could go home and think it through, find some way to make her see reason.  He might be able to gather enough money for an abortion without anyone knowing.
"There's something in the road."  Janet had stopped sobbing.
"Where?"  Buster strained into the darkness.  "What the hell?"  He pulled himself forward, craning over the steering wheel.  There was something—or some things—in the road, coming toward them.
Moonshiners were always rough with someone who stumbled across their stills.  These things did not look like moonshiners.  In fact, Buster thought they did not walk like men.
"Roll up your window."  Buster tossed his beer out then reached for the key with his right hand and the window handle with his left.
The things began to run.  Buster could not believe how fast they came.
Janet's face froze in a wide-eyed mask of terror as she realized they were not human.
His left hand found the window crank.
The things were thirty yards closer.
His right hand touched the key.
They covered another twenty yards.
The boy cranked the handle one revolution.
They were almost there, hooves beating too fast, a living drumroll.
He turned the ignition key.
Before the engine sparked, a powerful arm shot through the half-opened window.  An iron vice locked on his neck below his ears and jerked him through the door's window.  His head made it through the opening, but his shoulders were too wide; the window held long enough for the powerful force to snap his neck before the glass buckled, allowing the rest of his body through.
The thing held him suspended, his limp body dangling below his head.
It was incredible.  He knew his neck was broken, but everything was so clear, vibrating with life.  His eyes followed the rising claw.  He watched it slash forward, cutting across his throat.  Blood rushed into his mouth and nose.  He couldn't breathe.  Buster knew he was dying, but couldn't help smiling as he focused on the strange features of the thing that was killing him.  "Pussy face," he mouthed through an idiotic, blood-smeared grin before the creature separated his head from his body and tasted the dark, pumping liquid.
Janet had her window up and door locked when she noticed the glass in the driver's door was buckled outward and Buster was gone.  She saw his back, as if he stood next to the truck, but something was wrong.  His head was cocked, and there was something around his neck.
The thing's face appeared in the ruined window.  Janet screamed, loud and long.  She scrunched to the floor, burying her face in her hands.
She did not see the arm extend through the window.  She did not see its hand fall short as it strained to reach her.  She did not see the other alien face appear in the passenger's window.
She heard the blow it struck against the glass.  She felt the truck bounce from the power as it struck again, and she felt the dull shards of glass rain down when the glass gave way.
A hand clenched her hair and pulled slowly but relentlessly, lifting her head first, then forcing her body toward the window.  She found the door handle and opened the door.  The thing pulled her through the window and the door flew open, leaving her waist balanced on the window frame.
Still holding her long hair, the creature gripped her neck with its other hand and pulled her through.
She choked as it held her suspended, staring at her with unblinking eyes.  It let her down, but still held her hair, seemingly fascinated by it.
She jerked away, bending down and lunging toward the trees with all her strength and quickness.  Janet cried out as a plug of hair ripped from her head.  She ran.  Not like some wimpy high-school girl, but sure-footed, fleet, like a track star, like she could win the four-forty and the eight-eighty back to back.
She looked over her shoulder.  They were gone.
Did she hear hoofbeats?  Did she glimpse darting shadows as she ran through dark woods, jumping moss-covered stones?
She emerged from the woods on the logging road.  Heart pounding, feet slapping wet clay, Janet ran, breathing in ragged chugs.
She could see the empty intersection only fifty yards ahead.
She looked over her shoulder.  The road behind was empty.
Ten yards to go.
The suddenness of their appearance jolted her sanity.  One instant she saw an empty road, and the next, the things were there.
"No.  Oh, God, no," she pleaded, skidding to a stop, trying to turn to run back toward the truck.  The keys were still in it.  Maybe if she could reach it . . .
She had gone two steps when her right leg went missing.  She fell to the ground, not exactly sure what had happened.
The longclaw reached down and grabbed more of her hair, pulling it upward.  It bent her head back.  She cried out in pain.
The thing studied the long strands, then sliced her head from the body and held it up where it could take a better look.
Leader let the females drink from the long-haired prey, but they took little.  They were full from the earlier animals.
When Leader detected the first hint of daylight, he directed Scout to lead the way to the subterranean grotto near the demon's den.
They returned with no trouble, and entered the pit.  A wide, stone stairway against an earthen wall descended into a pitch-black pit.  The cave itself was spacious, running well back from the entrance.  The clan squatted on ledges cut into its walls, staying above a half foot of cold water.
The sun rose, but the light did not penetrate this cave as it had the other.  In fact, as long as they stayed behind the stairs, they could see adequately with their inner eyelids closed.
As the morning passed, Leader realized it wasn't only the cave protecting them from the light.  The clouds were dense and heavy with rain.  It was worse than the brightest day in their world—too stark to be out hunting—but not so brilliant as to completely blind the longclaws.
Hunger satisfied, and sensing no predators, both couples mated in the darkness.
Scout leaned against the cave's wall.  A tiny creature—disturbed by the blockage of its crevice—moved forward, eight legs supporting the glossy, black body with a red, hourglass shape on its underside.  It took fifteen minutes after he was bitten before Scout had any indication something was wrong.
There was an irritating itch on his back.  Scratching only made it worse.  Scout grew nervous, edgy.  He sat, constantly shifting, flexing and relaxing his hands, extending his killing claws to their fullest.
His behavior was similar to a young longclaw preparing to challenge for domination.  Leader could not understand why such a challenge would be forthcoming.  They each had a female, but paradise was a strange place.  The air was too full, too rich.  The demons captured pieces of the sun; there was no sulfur in the water: so many things to cause wariness.  Leader had not lived so long by taking chances.
As was the custom among longclaws, Leader struck with no warning, knocking Scout into the freezing water.  With no concept of what was happening, Scout was totally unprepared.  Leader was on top of him, his left claw against the side of Scout's neck, his right touching the skin above his victim's heart, ready to pierce deeply then rip downward.
Completely bewildered, Scout quickly submitted.  He extended his arms, palms open, partially retracting his claws, and raised his chin, exposing his throat.
Leader accepted the submission.  The challenge defeated, clan custom called for punishment.  Leader backed away from Scout and waited for him to leave.
Scout had no idea what had taken place.  The itch on his back became more annoying by the moment, and he felt queasy.  Even so, the unwarranted humiliation of submission angered him.
Leader was confused.  Scout submitted; why did he not leave for his punishment?  Custom called for the challenge loser to walk alone for a day.  If he survived, he would be accepted back.  In their world, it was a harsh punishment—one few survived—but necessary to keep leaders and adult males free from constant challenges.
Leader mind-spoke to Scout, "Go.  Alone."
Scout looked from Leader to the cave entrance.  He did not understand what had triggered the attack, but Leader commanded, so he left.  His mate backed away, averting her eyes as he passed.
Once up the stairs, facing outside, the light was bright.  Squinting, he saw things in silhouette.  He emerged to spend the day in half-blind isolation.
The lone longclaw rubbed his back against a tree.  The irritation worsened.  It began to burn.  Scout felt sick.  He looked at his hands.  They shook.
He set out toward the cave they had found last night.  He would spend the day alone, but at least out of the glaring light.  From what he had seen, there was little to fear from predators.  Scout moved slowly, shielding his eyes with both hands.
He retraced their path to the hill, near the place where the rivers joined.  He smelled them coming: demons, and the other animal.  As they approached, he recognized their odors and knelt, waiting behind some undergrowth.
The smaller, four-legged animal passed, intent on sniffing the tracks the clan had left in the predawn.  He smelled it clearly but, in the harsh glow, it looked like a stick figure moving through a forest of thin trees against a glowing, white background.
Moments later, a demon came into view and stopped.
Scout wondered if it sensed him.  Perhaps it could smell him as well.  Without Leader to obey, Scout relied on instincts, and they told him to kill.
The longclaw launched from hiding, charging through hideous brightness, eyes unshielded, blinking crazily.
The demon stumbled, falling backward as he struck, claws slashing, left, right, swishing through empty air.
The demon lay before him, submitting, but he was not clan.  Scout stepped forward to gut him.
Something rammed into his hindquarter.  He felt flesh tear.  Scout recovered his balance, and turned to face this attacker.
The four-legged animal jumped to its feet and leapt again.  Scout speared it, raised the yelping creature above his head, and catapulted it into a tree.
He had bent to finish the submitting demon when the world exploded.
Dirt flew against his left leg as he heard an ear-shattering boom.  He turned his head, focusing on the demon pointing toward him.  Another buzzing thing sped past his shoulder—too fast to see—with the next boom.  This was too strange.  He fled.  More thunderous explosions ripped past as he headed into the trees up the mountain.  The booms followed, but the distance lessened their effect.
Moving as fast as vision allowed, he neared the cave.  Scout could not rejoin before a day elapsed, but he did mind-speak.  He told of killing the smaller animal but fleeing the demon with thunder in his hands.  There was no answer.  He was an Alone and did not exist to the clan until—and if—he returned.
Scout moved northeast along the mountain's slope.  The sun burst through clouds with a painful light.  Scout covered his eyes with his hands, desperately searching for any sort of protection.  He found a crevice in a granite face large enough to squeeze into.  In his world, it would have been unthinkable, but here, in the painful light, he entered and squatted, back to the entrance.
Within an hour, he smelled infection in his back.

TWENTY-NINE
Royce and Pete made their way to the parked four-wheeler.  Royce walked slowly, not rushing Pete, who limped badly on the homemade crutch.  The sun shone brightly, but every sound made them jump like terrified rabbits.  Each carried a gun at the ready.  They both dove for the earth, weapons instantly aimed, when a family of quail fluttered into flight.  They stood up and looked at each other, but neither grinned.
After a long silence, Pete asked, "How long did you have Pogo?"
Royce knew the boy liked the dog, but never dreamed he would take its death this hard.  "Couple of years," he answered.  "He just showed up one day and sort of adopted me."
"I wish he'd been my dog," Pete said, watching the ground.
"In a way he was, but in another way he wasn't anybody's dog.  Heck, he probably thought of us as his people," Royce reflected.
Pete thought that over, then added, "Yeah, maybe, but he was there when we needed him."
Royce thought there was more behind the comment than Pete's love for Pogo.  "Yes, he was."
After a pause, Pete changed the subject.  "I was lucky I didn't get bitten by a snake back there, wasn't I?"
Confused, Royce asked, "What do you mean?"
"Didn't you smell it?  It smelled just like that copperhead me and Pogo killed in your field.  Kind of like ripe cucumbers, only stronger.  Maybe there were several snakes around there," Pete said, stopping a minute to adjust the makeshift crutch supporting his right side.
Royce thought a minute.  Everything happened so fast he could not be sure, but it seemed like he had smelled a whiff of something familiar.  Once he started shooting, all he smelled was gunpowder.
"Think a minute, Pete.  Did you smell it before the thing came at you?"
"Yes.  I noticed it before I fell.  I remember thinking the thing was going to kill me, but I was still worried about where the snake was."
"Well, I'm no Marlin Perkins, but I think we ought to keep that in mind.  If anybody smells anything like it, let everyone else know," Royce said, seeing the fallen pine over the Tallahega ahead and the four-wheeler on the other side.
***
Glory sat in the kitchen, face in hands, hair unkempt, wearing yesterday's clothes.  Her grief was made heavier by her youthful concept of mortality and the unexpectedness of her mother’s death.
Ruby coped by keeping busy with kitchen chores and work habits developed over a lifetime.  She had gone out once to the barn to see her daughter's body, but could not bring herself to lift the stained sheet.  When she returned, Glory sat at the table.
Tom's weak voice came from the living room.  "Hello?  Hello?  Is anyone here?"
Ruby found him lying on his left side facing the kitchen doorway.  He looked terrible.  He had dark circles under his eyes, and scab lines forming on the scratches on his face and head, but Ruby's experienced eye recognized vast improvement.
She fed him soup and made him drink more herbal teas.  She helped him into the bathroom, then back to the sofa bed.  He winced painfully as she changed the gauze bandages on his hands.
He was too weak to talk, but Ruby tried her best to explain where he was, if not why.  Several times, she thought of Irene and tears welled, forcing her to clear her throat before continuing in a shaky voice.  Finally, finished with the new bandages, she left the room to check Glory. An exhausted, ill Tom returned to fitful sleep.
Ruby and Glory were sitting across from each other when the four-wheeler roared into the backyard.
Pete entered, letting the spring slam the door closed.
He stood there, balanced on the crutch, looking awkwardly at his shoes, waiting for Royce.
Ruby was alarmed.  Pete shouldn't be back.  There was no way they could have found help and come back so quickly.  The crutch told the story.  "What happened?  Where's Royce?" she asked, moving to look out the back door.
"Pogo's dead," the boy said solemnly, not thinking of their grief for Irene.  "One of them attacked me; I fell, twisted my ankle.  I was a goner, but Pogo saved me."
Glory cringed, dropped her face into her hands, and shook her head from side to side.
Royce stepped inside, tired eyes speaking of more than physical exhaustion.
"Your daddy was awake," Ruby said.  "We changed his bandages and fed him."
"Is he . . . How is he?"
"He's going to be fine," Ruby replied.  "It'll take a little time for his hands to heal, but he'll be up and around in a day or two.  Why don't you go sit with him a spell?  He might wake up again."
Pete limped into the living room as the older woman motioned Royce to join her outside.
They stood on the porch, looking toward the wooded hills beyond the Tallahega.
"I didn't know what else to do," Royce began.  "One of those things charged the boy, damn near got him.  If he hadn't fallen, well . . ."  Royce trailed off, seeing the look in Ruby's eyes.
She didn't speak, only shifted her gaze toward the barn.  Royce continued, "We couldn't go on.  The boy's ankle was too serious, and I couldn't leave him there.  We'll stay here tonight and keep the lights on.  If the bridge is still out, I'll walk out tomorrow."
Ruby turned toward him.  A moment before she had looked vengeful, hard.  Now her features melted into abject sadness.  "They took my baby," she said, leaning into her friend.  Royce circled his arms around her, letting her cry on his shoulder.
The rest of the day was solemn and silent.  Pete sat by his father, waiting for him to wake.  Ruby looked at Pete’s ankle, proclaimed it a nasty sprain, then wrapped it in an Ace bandage.
Storm clouds moved northeast, and the sun shone strongly during the late afternoon.  Even in the bright daylight, it was impossible to think about anything other than the creatures.
Royce thought it best to keep the Marshalls' fate to himself, at least for the time being.  He drove to their home again.  He found Dottie's drained corpse in the field, ants, flies, and other insects busily at work on it.  Royce loaded the corpse in a wheelbarrow and placed her next to her husband's headless body.  He found two sheets, covered the bodies, weighted the corners and edges with rocks, then left.
The dog in the barn had plenty of water and food.  She watched quietly through the crack where the doors met as the man moved about the Marshalls' yard.  Royce had no reason to enter the barn.
The old man left and rode to the end of the road.
The power pole sagged.  Its lower end had dipped six inches into the current, making it sway, straighten slowly, then repeat the process.  The excess weight and movement caused the power pole on his side to lean toward the river.  Looking across, he saw the pole on the opposite shore doing the same.
A useless telephone wire trailed from each shore before disappearing into muddy waters.  The power line was all that kept the suspended pole from being swept downstream.  Stretched like a too-tight guitar string, one hard pluck and it would snap.
Royce noticed barricades on the other side, placed across the road fifty yards before the bridge.  All he could see were the signs' white backs, and orange-and-white striped sawhorses.  He imagined black letters declaring 'Bridge Out'.
Watching the broken power pole dance slowly in the water, he hoped it would hold one more night.  Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought the pole had sunk a little farther since he arrived.  This is not good, he thought.  Not good at all.
He dropped by his house, picked up some tools and a box of shells for his pistol, then returned to Ruby's.  It was going to be a long night.

THIRTY
Charlie McFarland left his Jeep and walked past the barricades to the bank of the swollen Cold River, making sure not to step under the tautly stretched power line.
He had tried calling to tell Irene he would be late, but when the call did not go through, he decided to drive to his mother-in-law's and tell Irene not to worry.  Discovering the missing bridge, he radioed county roads and, in their own time, they came and put up the barricades.
Garvin Roper, supervisor of county roads, told him it would be two or three days at the earliest before any kind of temporary bridge could be put up to span the small river.  Without a bridge, it was unreasonable to expect the Piedmont Power Company to install a new pole, and without a new pole, it was impossible to restore the phone line.
Standing at the washed-out bridge, Charlie made up his mind about a number of things.  He had to start a search for Tom Mason, he was going to have to let everyone in on the mysterious riverboat floating on broken tree trunks on Miracle Mountain, and he needed to return to Ruby's to check on his family.  He decided to unveil the Iron Mountain this afternoon.  Charlie would explain what he knew, then leave the speculative head-scratching and walk west to the old logs crossing the Little and Cold Rivers where they flowed together.  From there he could reach Ruby's in less than an hour.  It might put him there after dark, but if he did not show up at all, Irene would probably come looking for him.
His radio crackled with static and a nasal voice said, "Charlie, come in Charlie."
He reached in, pulled out the microphone, and answered, "McFarland."
"Got a call from Biggs Family Farm.  They had some trouble last night.  Somebody killed a bunch of cows.  Can you swing by and check it out?"
"Roger, I'll be there in about five minutes," Charlie answered.
"Thanks, Charlie.  Over and out."  The radio clicked off on the other end.
Danny Oates, Biggs Farm's manager, saw the county sheriff's vehicle coming up the graveled drive.  The heavy rains had created some good-sized potholes, and he had already made a note to call a gravel crew out before the eighteen-wheelers came for the next pick up.
He walked out to meet Charlie.  Though not really friends, they had known each other for years.  Danny respected Charlie, but harbored secret envy.  He had never completely let go of the crush he’d had on Irene as a young man.
They shook hands, and Danny led McFarland to the cattle pen.  The three surviving cows were in the barn.  Two other workers joined the deputy and farm manager in examining the dead creatures.
"Somebody cut 'em up right good," a farm hand said, putting one foot on the fence's lowest rail, draping his arms over the top one.  "Hollis here found 'em late last night."
Oates said flatly, "Didn't see any need to get everyone riled up at three in the morning.  They were already dead and whoever did it was gone.  It pisses me off though, this kind of waste.  Why would anyone butcher cattle just to let them lie bleeding in the mud?"
"Might have been UFOs," the talkative worker answered uninvited.  "I heard they mutilated some cattle in Wyoming.  Maybe they done landed here."
Charlie observed a crisscrossing of human footprints in the mud around the pen.  "Are all these your tracks?" he asked knowing the men would take his point.  Any tracks left by the perpetrators were obliterated.
Oates answered, embarrassed, "By the time I thought of it, everyone on the farm had already been here."
"What about a car?  Did anyone hear a car?" Charlie asked, looking from face to face.
"No," Oates offered.
"Nope," Hollis spoke for the first time, "but I found some weird tracks in the field yonder.  They was too ruined by the rain to say for sure but might be horses.  Maybe they came on horses."
The ground inside the pen was covered with cattle hoofprints.  There were several around the pen that might have been made when the surviving cows were led away.  There were a few that didn't look right, but with human tracks superimposed, it was impossible to tell anything.
"Guess we'd better have a look," Charlie responded, thinking it the only worthwhile clue.
They entered the cantaloupe field across the wide lot where trucks came to load.  The plowed earth was much softer from the rains than the packed ground around the animal pens.  The tracks Hollis pointed out were pressed deep into mushy soil.  Each contained a puddle.
Charlie counted and studied their placement.  It could have been two horses, coming up then going away, but something wasn't right.  The placement seemed wrong.  If the ground were not so wet, the tracks would be more defined.  He bent down to study one.
Horse tracks came in all sizes.  These were larger than most, the size of a big workhorse like a Morgan, but something about them was off.
Charlie stood, led the way back to the graveled lot, scraped the mud from his shoes with a board, took out a notebook, and scribbled answers as he questioned the men.
He left with no real clues and no idea what to make of the incident.  There had been cattle mutilations around the country.  Blamed on everything from satanic cults to UFOs, usually the helpless cattle were precisely cut.  These had been—as the term suggested—mutilated, not surgically sliced.  There were too many weird happenings around here to suit Charlie.  He pulled onto the dirt road heading north. It was time to put it all out in the open.
By 6:00 p.m., McFarland had the state police put out an APB on Tom Mason, and hiked through the moonshiners' still area and up the north slope of Miracle Mountain to where the riverboat sat, looking even more out of place then before.  He brought a grumpy and not-quite-well Fred Parker with him from the Piedmont Police Department.  It was really out of their jurisdiction, as were the moonshiners’ murders, but Charlie chose them to share his discovery by virtue of elimination: there simply was not anyone else around.
Parker was stunned.  How in the hell, what in the hell, why in the hell?  Charlie only shrugged, unknowingly.  He explained he was going to walk to Ruby's.  Since the bridge was not going to be repaired, he would have to walk out tomorrow.  He would be late meeting the County Sheriff, who had decided he better come have a look for himself after Charlie outlined the events of the last two days.  Parker agreed to meet the sheriff, bring him to the mysterious Iron Mountain, and wait for Charlie to return between ten and eleven in the morning.
Charlie set out for Ruby's house.  It was a long walk, and the terrain made for rough going.  He would be tired when he arrived.
After trudging two miles down the wet slope, fighting branches and exposed roots, the ground leveled.  McFarland guessed another mile would bring him to the Little River, close to the log crossing.  From there, he could go across Cold River and—though still two miles to Ruby's—it would be relatively easy walking.  He might arrive there by nine.  He also noticed the clouds promising more rain—just his luck.
He stopped a moment to examine a narrow path.  Nine inches wide, completely devoid of growth, it appeared to run due north and south.  Were it not perfectly straight and devoid of vegetation, Charlie might have thought it an animal trail.  He added it to the growing list of strange discoveries, a list grown too damn long.
Half an hour later, he crossed the log spanning Little River and walked the quarter mile to where the two rivers joined.  Looking upstream, he could not see the old oak trunk over Cold River.  He followed the bank for two hundred yards before convincing himself it had washed away.
What a mess.  There was no other way over the rain-filled Cold River.  To return to his car meant retracing his steps and not seeing Irene, who had not heard a word from him in a day and a half.  To top it off, the gathered clouds brought early darkness and the first fat drops fell lazily.  Charlie was about to follow the Cold River north to the washed-out bridge, then walk the four miles up the road to Biggs Family Farm where he could find a ride to his own car, when he remembered Royce saying something about felling a pine across the Tallahega around Medicine Mound.  It was worth a shot.  If it was there, he would make it to Ruby's in a little over an hour.  If not, he would spend a miserable night walking in what appeared to be another torrential rain.
The rain fell with rhythm.  Big drops plopped into the running waters.  Overhead, the trees swished, caught in erratic breezes.  No birds sang.  There was silence except for the plip-plop of rain in the water, and the occasional creaking limb.
Returning the way he came, Charlie turned back up the Little River.  He was thirty yards from the log he had crossed moments before when he glimpsed movement.
Plop!  The raindrops were sparse but heavy.
Instincts made him freeze.
Plop, plop.
A branch cracked softly overhead.
There was no more movement.
Slowly, Charlie walked; half crouching, he pulled and cocked the nine-millimeter automatic.  He approached the log, never taking his eyes from the dense shrubs beyond.
Plop, plip. Plip, plop, plop.  The rain fell harder, but the air stilled.
He stopped at the log, still crouched, arm slightly extended, the gun barrel moving with his eyes.  Someone, something, was there.  He sensed it strongly.  He waited a few moments.  Nothing.
The big deputy took a deep breath.  The rain stopped, the trees no longer swayed, everything went dead still.  The lull before the storm.  He waited another full minute.  Nothing.
He clicked on the safety, holstering the pistol.  Stepping onto the log, Charlie looked back toward the ominous undergrowth once more before starting across the river.
He was halfway when he heard and felt the solid thump on the log behind him.
The log was too narrow to turn around easily, but he turned sideways, twisting his head to see behind him.
McFarland saw a nightmare.  The thing was taller than he was, had hoofed feet and powerful legs joined with a thick torso.  Two long, curved claws extended angrily from clenched fists at the ends of muscled arms.  A thick neck supported the monster's head.  The creature stood, blinking madly, nocturnal eyes straining to focus on prey.  The creature rolled its head like a boxer before a fight and took a step forward.
Fixed with a morbid fascination, Charlie noticed the thing's legs were jointed similarly to a horse’s rear legs.
The connection hit him.  Horses!  Horse tracks.  The slaughtered cows!
The thing leaned forward and shivered.  Charlie thought the eyes looked dull.  It took another step, and Charlie noticed the split hooves, ideal for uneven terrain.
It took another step, and the spell was broken.  Charlie scrambled to shore.  Pulling his gun and clicking off the safety, he faced the thing as it stopped on the log's middle.  For an instant it seemed to search, as if it could not see him, then the eyes cleared, focused, and locked on his.  The creature bent its arms, holding up fists, long deadly claws extending forward.  It charged.
Its speed was unbelievable.  When it began to move, Charlie's finger reached for the trigger, yet it was across and off the log when the first bullet slammed into its chest.  It froze.  Looking down at its own chest, it dumbly studied the hole.
The second shot went over its head as Charlie instinctively stepped backward, throwing himself off balance.
The thing's head snapped up, a disgusted hiss came from its alien snout, and it came again with vision-distorting speed.
Three shots boomed in less than a second.  All struck home.  The third, more by accident than design, hit the beast between the eyes.  Its head whipped back, but its momentum carried it forward.  The dead thing fell onto Charlie McFarland.
Charlie stumbled, fell, landed on his back, and gasped in horror as the dead beast fell forward, covering him like a hideous blanket.
He jerkily extricated himself from beneath the creature.  Standing, he involuntarily backed away, taking a moment to let the adrenal rush calm.
He saw where two bullets had exited the thing’s back, one removing a cone of skull and brain.  He also noticed a fist-sized lump on the creature’s back that, even in death, oozed infected pus from a blackened area.
From a distance, still holding his gun pointed toward the thing, Charlie studied the feet: cloven hooves, feet like the mythical Pan or satyr.  They were the right size for the tracks at Biggs farm.  Then it hit him.  He thought there might have been two horses, but this had only two legs.  Two and two made four—there were four of them, not two.  He stepped back, turned around, examining the woods and brush for signs of others.
He realized his wife and daughter were isolated, with these things on the prowl.  Keeping his gun ready, he walked quickly downstream toward the pine tree he hoped would cross the Tallahega.
He would never know the creature he killed was already dying from nerve toxin injected by a black widow.  Had it not been infected, he would either never have encountered it at the crossing, or it would have killed him as he stepped onto the log.  He would not have known what hit him.

THIRTY-ONE
The dripping root cellar grew darker when the thick clouds sailed across the sky.  Leader led the small clan up the stone steps out of the black, ankle-deep water and into the night.
If Scout failed to return, it would become more important than ever to kill the demons that knew of the clan.  With only Leader, Speaker, and Scout's Mate, it would be difficult—though possible—to repopulate the clan, but if a female died, the inbreeding would doom them to extinction.
The longclaws loped through darkness.  Leader inhaled sharply several times, detecting his prey's odor.  The longclaws were hungry.  It would be good to drink from the ones who must die.
They reached the long, gentle slope's crest.  Beyond a large field's corner, opposite them, was the lair, in an island of light.
The light was mildly annoying at this distance, but Leader knew that closer it was blinding.
How were they to kill the prey with such protection?
Frustrated, hunger gnawing, Leader sniffed for prey and any hint of Scout.  He detected small animals in every direction, but decided they would return to the site of last night's feast, beyond the great mud flat.
Leader moved in the direction of the log bridging the flowing waters, the female longclaws falling in behind.
Taking only a few steps, Leader halted, sniffing deeply and repeatedly.  The wind was at his back, but there was something.  He inhaled deeply.  A demon!  Using the edge of the woods for cover, he moved upstream, killing claws ready.  The females followed at a distance where they could support him, but far enough behind they would not be surprised.
Leader stopped.  Crouching behind a thick oak, he heard the demon's soft footsteps.  There was only one.  It was not one of the demons he sought.
Suddenly it appeared, walking quickly, spiking the night with a light.  It moved along the river edge, a dozen strides away.
Leader decided to kill it.  He mind-spoke, "Stay."
The demon approached, unaware large eyes tracked with anticipation and claws extended, eager for flesh.
Leader waited.
The demon came.  Staying near the river, cone of light playing along the ground.
At four strides’ distance, Leader surged, a blur closing the gap to his prey.
It reacted by swinging the beam across Leader's eyes.
The demon stumbled backward, retreating.  Leader slashed downward with his right claw, his left arm raised to block the light.  Opposing motions caused the blow to miss.  Instead of severing the demon's head, it dug across the demon's forehead, furrowing flesh, scratching skull.
Leader thrust his left claw forward to spear the prey, but was too late.  The blow's force, combined with the rearward motion, threw the demon into the moving waters.  Leader watched the current carry it swiftly downstream, floating facedown.
He sucked the blood from his right claw, mind-speaking, "Follow."
Retracing last night's path, they found Scout's uneaten body.  Leader took the time to slice and chop the body into pieces, then threw them in the river.  Content Scout's remains could never be identified, they continued to the large, muddy field with the young plants.  Hidden by darkness, fifty strides from the pens, Leader ordered them to crouch.  He picked up two demons' scents mixing with the other animals' tempting aromas.
"Don't let them get any of those horror things.  They'll be up with bad dreams and crawling in bed with us," Danny Oates told his wife before she drove off with their two kids in the new, extra-long-bed pickup.
Thank God for VCRs, he thought, walking toward the nearest mobile home across the gravel lot.  The rental movies provided cheap entertainment for him and his kids.  The farm had a satellite dish, but there was so much to choose from it confused him and caused arguments.  Rental movies were better.  You watched what you paid for.  It kept things simple.
"Hollis," Danny called, approaching the forty-foot-long mobile home.  Through the screen door, Danny saw Hollis's sock-clad feet hanging over a coffee table.
"Hollis," he called again.
The feet vanished like a magician's cheap trick.  Hollis appeared in the doorway, hair disheveled, stretching his arms behind his head, wearing a wide yawn.
"Must have dozed off," Hollis said, scratching at the seat of his beat-up khaki work pants.  "Let me get my boots on and I'll be right out."
Danny Oates did not think it likely whoever killed the cattle would return, but there would be hell to pay with the regional manager if they did and he was not ready.  His plan was simple, Hollis and his co-worker, Brad, would stand two watches, then he would do the dawn patrol.
Charlie McFarland had been about as useless as teats on a boar hog.  At worst they'd run off further attempts to butcher livestock—at best they might capture the culprits.
Hollis came out, letting the screen door bang shut, cradling a rusty, single-shot twelve-gauge in his left arm.  His right hand stuffed three shells into his pants pocket.
Danny smelled beer on his employee's breath.  Totally in character for Hollis, he thought.  "Don't fall asleep on me, Hollis.  If you see anyone, turn on the floodlights."  He nodded toward a large, gray electrical box.  The box was affixed to one of eight, twenty-foot utility poles mounting thirty-two streetlamps.
"Okeydoke, Mr. Oates.  Don't worry none, me an ol' Betsy here," he hefted the weapon, "won't let nothing happen to no more animals."
"You have a watch?" Danny asked, not seeing one on his wrist.
"You bet."  Hollis beamed, digging an antique, gold-plated pocket watch from his other pocket.  "My old man left it to me.  Ain't she a beaut?"
Danny took the watch.  In the light from the trailer's door, he could just make out that it showed the correct time.  "Yeah, it's a nice one all right," he said, closing it before handing it back.  "Make sure you wake Brad at eleven thirty so he can relieve you at midnight.  I'm taking the four to sunup shift," he added, reminding Hollis he worked with his men.
"Okeydokee, Mr. Oates.  Get a good night’s sleep.  I'll take care of everything."  Hollis grinned.
Danny took one last look around, then started for his house.  Hollis was all right, he thought, a little slow, but you did not convince rocket scientists to work a truck farm for a hundred and fifty dollars a week plus room and board.
Reaching for the front door handle, he heard Hollis say, "Mr. Oates, I think there's somebody in the south field."
Danny turned.  He could barely see Hollis standing in the night.  "Well, hit the lights, Hollis, let's have a look," he said, shaking his head and walking back into the graveled lot.  It seemed like he had to do everything.
Hollis turned toward the breaker switch and Danny first thought, then knew, he saw something moving.  They were the fastest things he had ever seen.
There were two of them.  They hit the gravel, shapes streaking through the dark.  Hollis saw them and ran for the light switch.
Danny knew he would never make it.  "Hollis!" he yelled.
Hollis stopped running.  He realized he would not reach the breaker switch before these things reached him.  He turned around, cocking his weapon.  The two things were almost on him.  Hollis turned his head at the sound of his name.  Incredibly, he wore an embarrassed grin beneath enormous, terrified eyes.
The first one ran past.  Hollis's head flopped back, falling between his shoulders, hanging by an inch of flesh.
Hollis's body toppled at the same time his legs collapsed.  The second attacker drove a fearsome spike into his sternum, supporting the limp body, and sucked spurting blood.
The one that had severed Hollis's neck turned to a shocked Danny Oates.
Danny could not erase the image of Hollis from his mind.  Standing, body facing the approaching beast, his face turned toward his boss with that silly, embarrassed grin and huge frightened eyes.
The thing that had sliced Hollis's neck came forward.  Danny ran to go inside, lock the door, and hide under the bed until the nightmare went away.
Spinning, he came face-to-face with the third.  Without hesitation, it drove a sharp-edged, slightly curved claw through the soft flesh between his lower jawbones, through his palate, lifting him off his toes as it pierced the skull.
Amazingly, he still lived.  His head bent back, and eyes filled with terror as the thing used its other claw to slit his throat, then taste his pumping blood.  His eyes wore the dullness of death a few seconds later.
The three longclaws were in the pens gorging on slaughtered pigs when Brad emerged from his trailer.
Sitting in his underwear, drinking a beer, he watched a black-and-white television.  Brad's mind was not on the program.  He was thinking about the barmaid at the Red Water Tavern on Highway 90, and how he was going to finally work up the courage to ask her out this Saturday night.  He had finished his second beer and stood up—looking at the little refrigerator, thinking about a third—when he heard Mr. Oates call Hollis.
He listened for Hollis's response.  When none came, he stepped into faded jeans, pulled on a pair of tennis shoes, and walked into the night.  Coming around the corner of Hollis's trailer, he saw a heap sprawled on the gravel.  He heard strange, slurping noises from the pens, but could not see anything other than the outline of the post and fence rails.
"Mr. Oates?  Hollis?" he called, cautiously approaching the dark mound on the gravel.
No answer.
The slurping stopped.
He came close enough to make out Hollis's still-grinning, bug-eyed face.  When the body had been drained and dropped, it had collapsed on its side, head twisted around, facing exactly opposite of normal.
Brad mouthed, "Oh jeez, oh jeez.  I'm sorry, Hollis," but nothing came out as he shrank back, unable to shift his eyes from the gore.
Breaking the spell of horror, he backed toward the breaker switch on the utility pole only fifteen feet away.  He watched them approach, one in the lead, the other two slightly behind.
Brad's feet began to run before he finished the turn.  He took half a step, felt hot pain sear into his back, then nothing.  His legs went limp.  He had no feeling from the chest down.  A leather-tough hand gripped him under his left armpit, a long, evil claw extending from between his arm and side.  He heard a wet, sucking sound rather than feeling the claw being removed.  The thing turned him around.  He whimpered.
His lower torso and legs useless, he flailed wild, useless punches.  The beast held him away from itself with both arms.
It watched him for a second then—without changing expression—released Brad's right armpit, stabbed the terror-panicked man through the eye, removed the dripping claw, cut an arc across half his throat, and attached its snout to the warm, red blood.
The longclaws were gorged.  They would rest, then return to the island of light.  Leader was determined the demons protected by its brightness would not see another day.

THIRTY-TWO
Tom floated below consciousness all afternoon, dreamy vignettes coming and going.
When he finally woke, a woman fed him and changed the bandages on his hands.  There was something familiar about the woman, but he could not place her.  He knew he was sick, but what was wrong with his hands?  Where was he?
Someone said Pete's name.  He thought he heard Pete's voice: grown-up and full, but his son's voice.  He was responsible for talking the boy into attending military school, and that made him responsible for Pete running away from the school.
At first, he thought it was Pete giving up again, letting life roll over him, but after Pete ran away, he discovered the school had been completely negligent in helping Pete.  Their idea of help was to pile extra work and humiliation on the boy until he pulled himself up by his bootstraps.  That was great, but the reason Pete was there was because he had not received the foundation in public school.  He could not pull himself up.  He needed help.
It became too much.  Pete had tried, he really did.  When Pete called to plead with his father to take him from the school, he told his son, "Don't give up . . . You can make it . . . Keep trying . . . If you just keep working, everything will be all right."
Pete tried, at least for as long as he could.  Pete was right all along: his father and the school were wrong.  Finally, unable to stand another failure, Pete ran away.
In his fevered sleep, Tom Mason dreamed of finding his son, hugging him, and telling him how sorry he was.  Not just for the school, but for never understanding Pete's needs.
Tom Mason dreamed of his son as a small child.  They were together, unearthing a beautiful, flint spearhead.  They laughed and talked as they cleaned it in pure water, then showed it to a woman holding a wooden spoon like a queen's scepter.  She knighted Pete as he presented the relic.  Pete smiled proudly.
Suddenly Tom was being pulled, floating from the scene, becoming smaller and smaller until he was alone, in the rain, digging with bloodied hands, digging for another relic to save Pete—no, himself—but not himself.  Finally, he pulled a piece of polished quartz from the muddy hole.  It emitted a soft glow.  He looked into it and saw his reflection, a transforming portrait aging before his eyes.  The features changed, his skin turned gray and hard, his eyes enlarged to small moons with long, pointed pupils.  His mouth became half trunk, half snout.  Claws grew from the backside of each hand.  His reflection reached out, first claws, then hands and wrist, then forearms, until the quartz sprouted shoulders.
It was a dream.  He could not let go as deadly claws moved toward his head.  A point touched each temple and began twisting and pushing, breaking skin, drilling into his skull.  The pressure was intense, the pain unbearable.  He screamed, dropping the quartz, reaching to pull the claws away.
"Dad!  It’s okay, Dad.  You're having a dream," Pete said, holding his father's shoulders, frightened by the unseeing eyes staring past him.
The voice brought Tom awake, his eyes focused on reality.  Confused, he saw Pete sitting in front of him, looking older, worn, but still Pete.  It did not make sense.  Maybe he was dreaming again, but it didn't matter.  With bandaged hands, he reached out and wrapped his arms around the boy.  He put his head on his son's shoulders and wept.  "I'm sorry, son, so sorry."
Pete held his father.  He was embarrassed, but didn't care.  Glory was in the room watching.  She began crying.  Ruby came from the kitchen when she heard the man's voice, and stood in the doorway watching the reunion.
"It's all right, Dad," Pete said, soothingly.  "Everything's going to be fine."
After a long minute, Tom realized he was not dreaming.  He was with Pete in a strange house with a teenage girl and a woman.  Strangers, watching him cry on his son's shoulder.
Awkwardly, reluctantly, he released his grip on his son.  He pulled back, dabbing his eyes with the back of a bandaged hand.  Clearing his throat, he said, "Son, would you mind introducing me to your friends?  I think I owe them some thanks, and I know I have a lot of questions."
Ruby dabbed her own eyes and answered, "No need for introductions.  I met you when you were still trying to catch lightning bugs and stuff them down Coke bottles.  You probably don't remember.  I'm Ruby Knighten, and that's my granddaughter, Glory McFarland.  Now, you're better but you're still mighty sick.  We're going to get some hot soup and some special tea in you first, then if you feel like it, we'll answer questions."
Ruby and Glory went into the kitchen, leaving Pete in awkward silence.  Tom raised himself on an elbow, facing his son.  "Pete, I want to talk to you about sending you to that school.  I was wrong about things and . . ."
Pete cut him off.  "Not now, okay, Dad?  You rest.  There's more important stuff going on right now.  People are getting killed.  Glory's mom got killed last night."  Pete did not really want to tell his father about the monsters.  He might think he was crazy.  It would be better to let him hear about it from Ruby or Royce.
"I'm going to help Ruby.  You rest.  When you're finished eating, we'll talk more," Pete said and left.  He knew Ruby did not need—and probably did not want—his help, but he was somewhat embarrassed by the scene with his father.  He wanted it, but it caught him off guard.  He needed a few minutes alone.
Pete stepped out on the back porch.  The clouds came in again; a blue-gray wall moved across the sky like a domed roof, sealing them in.
Royce had been gone for a while.  Pete was not worried as long as the sun shone, but the clouds were coming back, the day growing short.  He wished Royce would return.
The boy stood on the north edge of the back porch, looking out toward the road, straining to see Royce's old truck coming toward him.
He thought about his dad.  He looked a lot better than when they found him, but he still looked sick.  Ruby said he would be all right, and he believed her.
Pete caught movement from the side of his eye.  He watched a rabbit cut across a corner of Ruby's muddy garden plot.  It made him remember Pogo, and he felt an emptiness.  Then he thought of the things.  They terrified him.  He never saw anything move so fast, and they were real, not images on a TV screen to be paused when the phone rang.
Pete spent fifteen minutes on the porch, hands shaking, wanting to cry.  He was afraid.  They were trapped here, and those things would come in the night.  He knew they would.
He looked at the thin, black power line connecting the house to the pole at the road and, for the first time in a long time, said a prayer.
Ruby fed Tom and tended his bandages.  She explained everything that had happened as she worked.  How Pete came to be here, how Pete and Royce found and brought him back.  She even struggled through her daughter's death.
Tom listened silently.  He questioned her sanity at first: talking about vampires, dragons, werewolves from other dimensions.  But his own tale, how he came to this rain-marooned place, was just as strange—even more weird, because not even he could tell it all.
He was still very ill.  He tried to stay awake to ask more questions, to gain understanding and belief in what he heard, but the tea took effect and he dropped off to sleep.
When he awoke, all the lights were on, the curtains open, and he saw blazing floodlights illuminating a light rain beyond the front porch.
He heard a man's voice in the kitchen.
"The clouds are passing pretty quickly, but there's enough rain to keep the rivers up tomorrow even if it stops now.  I'll leave when there's enough light and walk out.  I'll bring back help and a boat to get everyone across the river.  It shouldn't take more than five hours to reach Biggs Farm.  I'll call the police and they can get Charlie for me.  It'll be all downhill from there."
Tom listened.  The voice sounded old, tired.  Pete spoke and Tom heard quaking urgency and fear.
***
"I can go with you, Uncle Royce, my ankle is lots better," Pete announced.
Royce smiled slightly.  It was the first time Pete had called him uncle without sarcasm.  "No, Pete, we learned today—you better than the rest—those things operate in the daylight if it's cloudy enough.  We don't know what this weather is going to do.  You need to stay here.  Besides, these women are not strong enough to get your father down the bank and into a boat."
Cold fear instantly knifed through everyone at the table, and frightened eyes stared at the kitchen light fixture as it flickered, brightened, flickered, then returned to normal.
"Let's pray the lights stay on, but get things ready, just in case," Royce said, glance lingering on the ceiling fixture but visualizing the power pole, hanging by one wire, dipping and swaying in the current.  It was a miracle it had held this long.
Ruby hunted through cupboards and drawers for flashlights, batteries, and candles.  Using the broom, mop and plunger handles, and rags and bailing wire, Royce showed Pete and Glory how to make tightly wound torches that would burn a long time when dipped in kerosene.  Royce went into the living room and cleaned the two shotguns and his pistol.  He spoke to Tom, trying to make him feel useful by having him fix candles in their own wax to saucers.
If the power did go, they would need all the light they could generate, but Royce knew it would not be enough.


THIRTY-THREE
Lo Fat locked the store's front door.  He turned the sign in the window to say 'closed', took a last look around, and walked to the back.
It was five past eleven.  The store officially closed at ten-thirty, but Two always spent thirty minutes straightening stock.  He had the neatest shelves possible: cans and boxes in perfect rows, merchandise always pulled to the front of the shelf.  Every night, while sweeping aisles, he cast a careful eye over the products, occasionally pausing to align an errant jar or can.
The Shop Fast all-night convenience store took much of his night business.  Many people bought their milk, bread, cigarettes, and late purchases while they rented a movie for the evening—or, as Two figured out recently, brought one back from the night before.  It was a good way to bring people in and then keep them coming back.  Two thought often about renting movies in his store.  If he had movies and neat shelves, everyone would come to his store at night.  He had seen the shelves at Shop Fast.  They were a mess.  No one liked messy shelves.  He flapped his arms in disgust as he considered the problem for the hundredth time.
The movies would be one more headache.  He had enough already.  First, he was old.  Lo Fat did not have the energy of even five years ago.  He stayed late in the store because there was nothing better to do.  The feed and fertilizer business kept him financially secure, if not rich, even though his biggest customer stopped buying from him when Biggs Family Farm bought them years ago.
His second headache was his children.  He came to America from China and worked hard making a successful business.  Two had not settled in the relative comfort of a big city's Chinatown.  He felt he would only become a Chinaman in America if he did.  He wanted to be an American.  So he moved away from those communities to pioneer his life and business.  He put five children through universities.  He always thought one would take over the business.  When they were young, they helped in the store.  One by one, after college, each decided the store was too small, Piedmont was too small, and all but one left Alabama because the people thought too small.  If there is one thing wrong with America, he thought, it is what it does to families and children.  It makes everyone think there is something wrong with him if he only wants a small store in the country.
In China, all his children would be helping the family.  Here they were far away, never visiting, hardly calling their sick mother and the father who paid for their high and mighty education.  On the other hand, in China his children would not have had the opportunity to go to universities.  He shrugged, thinking his children were achieving their own success.  He was being selfish.
He closed the back door and walked across the neatly manicured grass to his freshly painted frame house.  Inside was his third problem: his wife, Co Lin.
They met in America, strangers in this wonderful land.  She was a good wife and loving mother.  She faithfully performed her duties to Lo Fat and her family, and Two felt bad that he counted her among his problems.
Stricken with severe arthritis, within a few years she was confined to a wheelchair.  The pain excruciating, she would sit crying softly, trying to rub one crippled hand with the other.  She had curled up emotionally as well as physically when their youngest child graduated two years ago.  She no longer wished to live.  Two felt anguished as he watched her atrophy over the months.  The doctor gave her medication to kill the pain, but she seldom took it.  She said it dulled her brain, and she wanted the only healthy part of her body to remember clearly.
Two had helped her from the wheelchair and into bed earlier.  He would be careful not to wake her as he lay down in his own bed across the room.
He turned out the lights in the living room and carefully opened the bedroom door.  All this rain made her suffering worse.  The dampness was bad, but she insisted on keeping a window cracked because it promoted good health, a holdover from China.  Another holdover was the fresh garlic wreath hanging by the window.  Co Lin believed in the plant's healing and purifying powers.  Whether it really helped or not was of little consequence.  It made her feel better, so he hung a fresh string every week or so.
Lo Fat brushed his teeth, changed into pajamas, said his prayers, and climbed into bed.  He thought about renting movies, and fell asleep wondering how he would know which ones customers would want.  He had a television—a big Sony—but he hardly ever watched it.  The merchant was too busy running the store, and had only bought it so his children would have a good one to watch when they came to visit.
***
Leader and the females roamed the wooded hills after the feast.  Neither hunger nor predator pursued, and they discovered there was no itinerary other than to find a way to kill the demons that knew them.  Leader needed time to think.  If they could have only a moment of darkness at the demons' lair, the problem would be solved.  Prey was plentiful, and as long as they stayed deep in the forest, venturing only to its edges, it would be easy to avoid contact with the slow-moving creatures.
They emerged from the woods where two wide, flat pathways crossed.  There were several lairs at the intersection, but no lights burned.
Farther up the road, Leader saw a lair hive, long pastel or white rectangles aligned in rows under harsh, white lights.  Leader smelled many demons in the hive, but with no hunger urging and the white lights flaring in the distance, there was no reason to kill.
He sniffed several times.  The lair on their side of the road held no demons, only spore heaps and dung.  This made no sense to Leader, but the demons were strange prey.
The first building across the road was empty.  The fresh scents of many demons lingered, but none occupied it.  The next lair contained demons.
The three longclaws crossed the road.  Keeping to the shadows, they moved past the larger lair, sniffing curiously, marveling at the incredible variety of scents within.
Leader was alert for the slightest sign of movement from within the lair with the demons.  He did not want to be blinded by lights, or leave more demons alive and aware of his presence.
Moving single-file along the walls, they circled the lair.  They came to a transparent opening that was raised a few inches.  Leader felt a strange tug in his stomach as he carefully peered inside.
Two demons—one on each side—appeared dead, lying on shelf-like structures.  Leader saw them breathing.  He drew in a breath to check for the death smell and to mark their individual odors for later.
Leader retched.  He had been squatting at eye level with the crack in the window.  He jerked up, blowing air, snorting a horrid stench from his nose.  He bent over and vomited explosively.
The females, alarmed and confused, sniffed for predators and picked up the nauseating aroma.
Two came instantly awake.  Someone was outside his bedroom window, making blowing and retching sounds.  Kids, he thought, climbing out of bed and sliding his feet into polished, leather slippers.
When he had first moved to Piedmont, the locals did not know what to make of him.  A Chinese person was about the most alien thing they had ever seen.  Even so, he noticed they treated him better than they treated black people.  The local children were the worst: making fun of him, pulling their eyes back in imitation of his slanted ones, and—cruelest of all—his children suffered snide remarks and bullies throughout school.  Perhaps that was why they did not wish to stay in Piedmont.
When he was younger, he was more tolerant, but now he had no patience for pranks.
Under his bed lay the only weapon he owned, an old Louisville Slugger.  He had bought it for his firstborn son so he could learn the American sport.  The boy never did, but he had always liked the bat's feel.  Like everything else he owned, he took care of it, rubbing linseed oil into it at least twice a year to keep it from drying out.
"What is wrong?" Co Lin asked in Chinese.
"Nothing.  Go back to sleep."  Two waited a moment before grabbing his bat and walking toward the window.
He reached the wall and paused to listen.  He heard only his own ragged breathing.  Then came a sound like a pig snorting, but softer.
I'll catch those little troublemakers, he thought, grabbing the window frame, ready to throw it up and give the intruders the scare of their young lives.  Why did they have to do this? he wondered.  Why do children torture others because they are different?
He took a deep breath and lifted the well-oiled window.  It rose quickly and easily.
"What is the matter?" his wife asked, this time in English.  She raised herself slightly, genuinely concerned.
Two stood frozen, staring through the opened window.
Co Lin could not believe what she saw.  Her husband appeared to vanish.  She knew he went out the window, but it had happened so quickly, like a magician's trick. The bat struck against the inside wall—knocked from his hand—and clattered to the wooden floor.
A sick Leader leaned against the wall outside as the two females disemboweled the frail demon then dropped it to the ground.  They were affected by the smell inside the lair, but had been warned not to breathe deeply.
"Lo!  Lo, where are you?"
There was another demon in the lair, but so far it had not seen them.  Yet, Leader worried it would.  Leader decided as the creature made strange sounds.
"Kill."  Leader was recovering, but too weak to accomplish the task.
Speaker leapt through the opening.  The odor was powerful inside.  Waves of nausea seized her immediately.  She held her sickness in check long enough to stab the demon several times before slitting its throat.  Her hooves had barely hit the ground outside before she vomited.
"Flee."  Leader wanted no more of this offensive odor.  Whatever it was, he hoped it was not common in the forest.


THIRTY-FOUR
For a long time, the longclaws squatted on the wet slope overlooking the demons' fortress of light.  Though sated from the earlier feeding, their stomachs were no longer distended.
Leader blinked, studying the area.  He could see the outside lights were the most blinding, the others just soft, yellow glows coming from square holes by comparison.
The night was half over.  Leader paced, frustrated, angry.  Seeing his agitation, the females leaned away submissively.
He glared at the hated lights.  They kept him from the demons that would tell others of the clan's presence.  He tasted the air for the hundredth time.  They were all there: the one they left for dead at the standing stones, the old one and the young male, the two females.  There must be a way.
Lifting his eyes from the burning lights, he took in the shrouded sky.  A plan formed.
He mind-spoke to the females and ordered the clan to the woods behind the demons' lair.


THIRTY-FIVE
The barn was a constant reminder of Irene's death.  Everyone in the small house quickly looked away whenever they caught themselves staring at it.
Once the preparations for loss of electricity were made, checked, and double-checked, there was nothing to do but wait.  Pete sat by his father.  Ruby and Glory talked quietly in the kitchen, and Royce nervously moved from room to room, peering out into the gloom.
No one in the house talked about the creatures, or whether the electricity would fail.
Royce's plan for crossing the swollen river was a good one.  Tomorrow he would return with help and a boat.  They would secure a rope to each bank then, with shorter lengths, attach the boat's bow and stern to the anchored line.  The result would allow them to ferry the boat back and forth without being swept downstream.
Pete and Tom talked about crossing the river, reaching safety, and calling Pete's mother in California.  Tom was careful not to mention school, running away, or anything to cause Pete to withdraw.  Though the circumstances were nerve-racking, he felt close to Pete for the first time.  He saw Pete not as a child, but an emerging man.  It pleased and frightened him.
Around ten, Tom fell asleep.  The dream began two hours later.  He ran across a cracked, baked, barren plain floating on glowing lava.  Something was chasing him.  Ahead soft, yellow light radiated between standing stones.  There was safety in the light.
***
"You feel up to keeping an eye out?" Royce asked Pete, then checked the back-door lock and looked outside for the millionth time since nightfall.
"Yeah, I'm fine," the boy replied, sitting at the table.  Earlier Royce had taught him to play solitaire.  Its rhythm, monotony, and newness helped Pete keep his mind off terrifying thoughts.
The rain stopped around eleven, but the runoff from the saturated ground would keep the creeks and rivers up for at least two days.  The lights flickered for the thirteenth time.  Pete kept count, flinching each time it happened.
"Well, I'm no spring chicken, so I think I'll catch forty winks.  I'll have to walk a few miles tomorrow, and I want to get back as fast as I can.  If you even think you see or hear something, wake me up, okay?" Royce said, crossing the kitchen to Ruby's bedroom.
His friend and her granddaughter were on the bed.  Glory appeared to be asleep, but Ruby lifted her head quickly when the door opened.
"I'm going to get a little rest.  Pete is wide awake.  If you need me, I'll be in the guest room," Royce whispered.
Royce looked at Glory.  The child was going through a lot, but—all things considered—holding up pretty well.  She would be a lot better when she was with her father.
"I'll get you some clean sheets," Ruby remarked, starting to rise.
Royce had walked over to the bed.  "You get some rest, Ruby.  You've had a hell of a day.  I'll be fine."  He bent and kissed her forehead gently.  "See you in the morning," he added with a smile.
He left the door to her room open, patted Pete on the shoulder, and pointed to the twelve-gauge pump leaning against the guest-room doorframe.
Pete followed the pointing finger, saw the gun, tensed a little, then nodded understanding.
"Good night," Royce said softly, disappearing into the bedroom.
"Good night," Pete responded, too soft and too late to be heard.
Pete dutifully limped through the living room and the empty front bedroom, then checked the bathroom.  He carefully looked out each window, staring into darkness while hoping—praying—not to see anything.
The lights flickered for the fourteenth time.  The flickering lasted five seconds before returning to normal.  Only Pete worried about the lights; everyone else slept.
A few minutes past 2:00 a.m., Tom’s eyes opened, then immediately snapped closed, shutting off the light flooding from the ceiling fixture.  He sat up stiffly, putting his feet on the floor.  He cracked open his eyes, raising a bandaged hand to shield them from the light.  After a moment, he rose, swayed slightly, slowly turning away from two lamps in opposite corners at the front of the room.
He scanned the room through squinted eyes, then moved toward the doorway.  Taking a single step into the kitchen, he stood barefooted on the linoleum floor.  Pete was in a chair, asleep, sprawled forward across the table, head resting on entwined forearms.
Tom's head rotated stiffly to the left.  He saw Ruby's and Glory's forms stretched out on a bed.  He looked through the door to his right and saw the side of a bed and a man's left arm before the doorframe cut off the view. He inhaled through his nose, exhaled quickly, and drew in another, longer breath that slowly escaped from slightly parted lips.
One shambling step after another, he pivoted slightly to go around the table and brushed against a chair, scraping its legs across the floor.
Pete stirred, moving his head so the left side rested on folded arms.
Tom took another awkward step, his right hand using a chair back for support as he moved around the table.  The floor creaked as he put his weight down.  Pete stirred again.  He raised sleep-filled eyes to look at his father.
"Dad?" he asked, thinking it was morning.  Then he remembered he was on guard duty.  He fell asleep on guard duty!  The thought jolted him.  They executed men for that in World War II.  That is what they had said at the academy.  He brought himself quickly awake.  "Dad?" he asked again.
Tom's hand balled into a fist and slammed into his startled son's forehead.
Pete's head snapped against the chair’s back as his torso flew from his father.  The chair fell over, carrying the boy with it, breaking as it smashed to the floor.  His father took a half step, bending forward to deliver another blow.  Pete rolled away, confused, hurt, frightened.
"Dad!  Dad!  Jesus, Dad, stop it.  Please stop it!" Pete pleaded, standing and backing toward the corner, cut off from any door.
His father lashed out with a sweeping left.  Pete ducked it easily, and backed the last six inches to the corner behind him.  His father struck with a series of blows, the bandaged hands not completely clenched.  Pete blocked the first two, but was caught in the throat and on the jaw with the next two.
Had he not been so confused, had it not been his father, he would have fought back, but as it was, he only tried to defend himself.
An iron hand pounded his upper arm, shoving him along the wall, past a window, toward the back door.  The violence of the movement threw him off balance and he fell.
He came down hard on his twisted ankle and cried out as his father took a step forward.
Pete crawled away, trying to rise.  Tom's hand viced around his son's neck, helping him to his feet.  The grip was inhumanly strong.  Pete cringed as it pinched into his neck muscles.  The other hand grappled his shoulder, spinning him around.  He stood directly in front and very close to his father, whose right hand held Pete below the jaws.  The powerful hand squeezed, forcing Pete to lift his chin.  At that instant, eyes swollen with fear, Pete saw his father's narrowed eyes.  They contained the cold remorselessness of animalistic survival.
Fear gripping him in freezing panic, Pete watched with disbelieving horror as his father opened his mouth widely and bent forward.
A shotgun's butt rapped sharply against the back of Tom Mason's head.  A stunned expression spread across his features as he released his son and turned.
Holding the gun like a harpoon, a wild-eyed Royce was ready.  Another short, crisp thrust popped the metal-plated butt against Tom's forehead.
Face sagging, arms dangling, the man slumped to his knees and fell face-first.
The whole assault took only seconds.  Ruby flew through her bedroom door, the double barrel menacingly at the ready.  A wide-eyed Glory was close behind.
She looked at Tom on the floor, at Royce standing over him—shotgun held club-like—then at Pete, who seemed to shrink in on himself, drained and devastated: betrayed.
Instinctively she went to the man on the floor.  "Let's get him back in bed."  Stooping to roll him over, she saw the rising knot on his forehead.  "Good God Almighty, Royce.  What happened?"
Pete answered, voiced choked tight.  "He came after me.  He tried to . . . to hurt me."  Pete started to say 'kill', but could not force it out.
"Well, let's put him in bed, then we'll get to the bottom of this."  Ruby gave Royce a what-in-the-world-is-going-on look.
Royce and Ruby struggled, half carrying, half dragging the limp form to the sofa in the living room.  They placed him on it and propped his head on a pillow.  The boy shrank away, not wanting to touch his father.
Ruby went to the kitchen and returned with an old ice bag wrapped in a dishtowel and placed it gently over the red bump.  She checked his pulse and asked, "What the blue blazes happened in there?"
Royce told her what he had seen.  Pete stayed in the kitchen alone, separated from the human race, staring out the kitchen window with glazed eyes.  His father had attacked him.  He felt utterly alone, completely betrayed.
"He'll be all right," Ruby said when Royce finished.  "What in the world got into him?"
"I don't know," Royce answered.  "My guess is it has something to do with what brought him here in the first place.  I think maybe we ought to tie him up in case he's the same when he wakes."
Ruby looked bewildered, but nodded her head in acknowledgment.
Using a roll of gauze, Ruby bound his wrists then wrapped it around his waist to pin his hands.  Royce tied his ankles with nylon cord.
Ruby stayed in the living room, watching for signs of Tom Mason regaining consciousness.  Royce went into the kitchen.
Glory had curled in a fetal position on the bed, eyes shut but not asleep.
"Are you all right," he asked Pete?
Badly shaken, sick to his stomach, Pete glanced from the window but did not meet Royce's eyes.  He took a deep breath and exhaled almost sob-like before speaking.  "Guess I let you down.  I fell asleep."
"You ever see a movie called The Wolf Man?" Royce asked.  "It's an old black-and-white one, starred Lon Chaney, Jr."
Pete was startled.  He had seen the movie two or three times.  It wasn't particularly good, but was considered a classic.  What did that have to do with anything? he wondered.  "Yeah, couple of times.  It's okay, but the special effects aren't much."
Royce stepped nearer Pete.  "I guess not, but the story's kind of interesting," he said, looking out the window.
Pete glanced at him quizzically.
"If you'll remember, Lon Chaney played a character named Lawrence Talbot.  Well, Larry was one real nice fellow.  Problem was, he became a werewolf, and werewolves aren't so nice, as a rule, anyway.  When he became a wolfman, he didn't have any control over his actions, and when he turned back in to good, old Larry Talbot, he hated himself for what he'd done."
Pete listened intently.  Knowing Royce had a reason for everything he said, Pete was puzzling through what Royce was hinting at when it dawned on him.  "Are you saying my dad's possessed?"
"I don't know if possessed is exactly the right word, but yes, something like that.  He's mixed up in all this somehow, there's no other reason for him to be here.  He can't remember how or why he's here.  Then take what happened tonight."  Royce's voice trailed off as he studied Pete.
"You're saying it wasn't really my dad that . . . that came in here tonight."  Pete was a contradiction of frightened child and hopeful young man as he continued.  "You think he was possessed?  But by what or who?"
Pete had been an emotional storm since Irene's death.  Now he became a hurricane of feelings.  It soothed him to think there was an explanation for his father's attack.
"Royce, he's coming around," Ruby called from the other room.
"Do you want to stay in here?" Royce asked.
"For a little while.  Go on, I'll be there in a few minutes."  Pete was not ready to be with his father.
Tom's eyes squinted against the light then, adjusting, looked around the room.  His eyes were frightened but no longer confused as they moved from Ruby to Royce and back again.
He started to sit and discovered his hands and feet were bound.  He seemed to remember something.  His face drained.  "Pete.  Is Pete all right?"
Both nodded but said nothing.
"I know who he is, and why he wants us," Tom said.
Then the lights went out.

THIRTY-SIX
The longclaws trotted along the wooded hills, keeping the pool of demon light a half-mile to their right.  They stopped in the woods to the east.
The plan was simple.  Leader mind-spoke to the females.  They stepped to each side, faced him, and prepared for Leader to project his essence.
It worked before, once he found the host.  Now the same host was less than a half-mile away, inside the fortress of light.
The longclaw's essence was inside the blinding area within moments.  Incredibly, the host was in the unconscious state, allowing access to his mind.  Leader entered the host and began gaining control of its body.
He forced the demon's eyes open.  The light was painful.  The eyes snapped shut as a hand rose to shield them.  Then, tentatively, they opened a crack.  Leader worked to regain control.  He did not have time to make the lengthy preparations he had before, but he was familiar with what was required.
He took a wavering step.  The leg moved a second after it should have, jerking out, wobbling as it came down.  He took another step, keeping the foot on the floor, sliding it forward: still wobbly, but better.
The light hurt his eyes, but he could see.  He stepped through a doorway.  He made out a demon's unconscious form.  It sat, leaning forward so its upper body lay across a flat surface.
He took two deep breaths.  The demon's senses were puny.  Even drawing deep breaths, he barely discerned the other demons' odors.
Leader stood a moment, looking right and left, then decided.  This one would die first.
He forced the host's body to amble across the floor until it stood next to the demon, which stirred when he bumped an obstacle.
The demon roused, sat up, and made inquisitive sounds.
But it was too late.  The demon would die.  He struck.
The host's body was frustratingly slow.  He could not make it move a tenth as fast as his normal reflexes.
The demon did not fight back, but retreated.  He followed, striking as best the host's body would allow.
After knocking the prey to the floor, he grabbed it by the neck.  He lifted and held it.  The demons had no killing claws or his blows would have been lethal.  What claws they had were in their mouths, like howlers.  Leader wanted to end this quickly and reach the others.
The demon host's mouth opened wide as he gripped the prey.  He bent toward the vulnerable throat, ready to clamp soft flesh.
Something popped the host's head and its mind shut down as pain reverberated through its skull.  He released the intended prey to face the new threat.  A sharp blow struck the front of the head as he turned.  The host's mind folded in on itself, black walls collapsing inward, trapping Leader's essence.
Leader lost control.  For an instant, his essence—imprisoned inside—came face-to-face with the host's, and they saw each other.  He saw the host's memories, but the host saw Leader the same way.  As he had learned the secret of projecting into the paradise world from the dying howler, the demon's essence now, through similar mental images, learned Leader's life.
If the demon understood mind-speak images, then it knew everything: how the clan came here, the importance of the lines of power, where they hid in the day.
There was no time to ponder the problem.  Feeling his essence ensnared within the host, he fled.
Projecting skyward through the structure's roof, he soared until the light receded to a small point then, calming as he went, returned to his body in the woods.
He mind-told his failure to kill either the prey or the light.  They watched the light flicker, but it always returned bright as ever.  His only plan was to recover, try to reenter the host, and hope to be more successful.  The females were to charge the house if Leader found a way to destroy the light.
They were squatting motionless, three gargoyles in a field, concerned over the information the demons possessed, when the light went out and stayed out.  Blessed darkness shrouded the demon lair.

THIRTY-SEVEN
"Untie me!  For God’s sake, untie me.  They're coming!"  Tom Mason's voice contained equal urgency and terror as he spoke in the darkness.
Everyone in the house had fearfully believed the power would go out, but no one was really ready for the actuality.  Ruby and Royce instinctively looked into the blackness, trying to see the ceiling light.
Royce waited for his eyes to adjust before moving.  "Pete," he called.
"Yeah," came the reply, as he heard him bump in the next room.
"Find a . . ." Royce cut himself off as a soft glow came from the kitchen.  A second later, Pete entered, holding a nine-volt, sealed-beam lamp in one hand and two regular flashlights in the other.
He handed one to Royce and Ruby.
"Untie me, please," Tom pleaded, eyes wide with fear.  "They're coming.  I know they are."
"Aim the light over here," Ruby instructed Pete as she found a pair of scissors to cut through the gauze around the man's wrist.
Royce went into the kitchen, his flashlight playing over the floor and walls.  He set the shotgun on the countertop where a dozen candles stood clustered.
Striking a match, he placed it alongside the first wick.  It flickered to life as he heard a whimper from Ruby's bedroom.  Moving the match to the next candle, he saw Glory in the doorway.
The flashlight lay on the counter, its beam striking above her waist, creating a ghostly illumination.  She looked defeated, completely drained, eyes hollowed with loss.
"Are you all right, honey?" Royce asked, knowing there was no way she could be.
She stared past him.
Royce held out two burning candles, stuck with wax to saucers.  "Here, Glory, would you take these into the living room?"
Slowly her eyes looked at the twin points of light.  After a long second, her arms rose zombie-like to take the small plates.  "We're going to be all right.  All of us, we're going to be just fine," she said, her voice too flat.  "Mama told me.  She said we should hide in the barn with her.  They won't find us in the barn."
"Oh Lord," Ruby whispered.  She entered the kitchen as Glory reached the saucers.  "Come on over here to your grandma, baby."
Glory slowly looked toward her grandmother, then said, "Mama's waiting for us in the barn.  She told me we would be safe with her."
Royce finished lighting the candles, and pumped the Coleman camp lantern.  "Pete, come get some candles.  We want to save the flashlight batteries," he said, keeping his eyes on Glory.
Pete flicked off the beam of light as he entered.  His father followed, but stopped to lean weakly against the doorframe.
Everything happened with terrible swiftness.
A living-room window exploded inward as the creature crashed through, landed in a squat, recovered to a coiled crouch, and lunged for its nearest enemy, all in less than two seconds.
Tom was twisting his head when two longclaws penetrated inward and upward from under each side of his rib cage, then lifted him off the floor.  For a frozen instant, he stared at the uncaring, nocturnal eyes before the creature slung him free of the brutal claws onto the living-room floor.
Royce reached for the shotgun the instant the glass exploded.  He held the barrel in his left hand, bringing the stock toward his right, when Tom was flung out of the doorway and into the living room.
In the eerie candlelight, from eight feet away, Ruby saw for the first time, the thing that killed her daughter.  Royce's description had not prepared her for its stark, alien appearance.  Combined with the shock of seeing Tom's tortured body impaled then hurled like a limp doll, she stood frozen as the creature locked its cold eyes on her.
Pete saw his father lifted, heard the squishing sound as claws pulled free, the body forced through the air, slammed into the floor.  Then, lightning fast, it was in the kitchen, focused on the old woman.  Pete reacted, but not quickly enough.
A cold look filled the teenager's eyes.  Stooping, not taking his eyes from the thing moving toward Ruby, his left hand closed on a spindle from the broken chair and jerked it free as his right found and pushed the flashlight's on button.
The bright beam struck the creature directly in the eyes.  It froze in mid-stride, crossing its arms over its face, emitting a wet hiss.
Royce held the shotgun with both hands, bringing the barrel to bear.  He heard another crash of broken glass and Glory’s scream.
Royce could not help himself.  In panic, he whirled to face the new danger.  Glory fell backward; a wide gash running diagonally from above her scalp line to the bridge of her nose spurted arterial blood.  Another longclaw, eyes on Royce, stepped over the fallen girl.
The old man pulled the trigger.  The creature jerked back a step, its chest opening, blood welling from the ten-inch, buckshot pattern.  It recovered and came again.
Royce started pumping to chamber another shell.
Pete looked toward Glory and the shotgun blast.  The light wavered from the creature's face.  When he turned back, the thing had stepped forward, knocked Ruby across the room—slicing her shoulder with a powerful backhand—and was nearly on Pete.
In the living room, Tom was dying, his body punished beyond belief.  He knew death came.  His body wanted to lay and quietly bleed until his heart stopped, but his mind screamed at him.  His son was in there.  Pete, the boy he never had time for, Pete, the boy he only disappointed.  His son needed him.
He crawled forward on forearms and bandaged hands, leaving a trail of blood.  The old double-barrel shotgun leaned against the door's molding—if he could only reach it.  He tried to hurry, ignoring the pain flaring with every movement.
Royce had brought the gun's slide back to chamber another shell when the third longclaw burst through the guest-room window.  The one in front of him struck at him, its wicked claw swinging downward in a vicious arc.
He held the trigger pulled while falling backward, trying to avoid the blow as the slide handle locked forward and the shell detonated.  The lead sprayed the creature's right eye, snapping its head back.  Its forward momentum kept it coming and the claw ripped Royce's cheek, exposing jawbone as the beast's body followed the swiping blow's direction and fell across Royce.  The old man landed hard.  Knocked loose, the shotgun skittered over the floor.
"No!" Pete yelled, re-aiming the light and raising the pointed wooden shaft as the horror closed the final gap.  The light stabbed into its eyes as its claw tip dug into Pete’s right cheek and slid, plowing a bloody furrow until it lost contact under the ear.
Pete's left arm rose upward as hard and as fast as he could, trying to plunge the sharp, wooden spindle into the thing's abdomen.
The longclaw brought its left hand down, the claw knocking the light from Pete's hand.  Its other hand, too fast to follow, whipped downward and seized the wrist, bringing up the pointed weapon.
Holding Pete's hand in an unbreakable grip, its other hand blocked a kick the struggling boy attempted to deliver.  The blocking motion contained enough force to knock Pete's good leg from under him.  He fell, the cold-eyed creature still gripping his wrist.
On his knees, Pete felt the creature grip his hair, forcing his head back, exposing his neck.  He was going to die, he thought.  There was nothing he could do.
The blast came from both barrels.  Tom had made it to the old double-barrel.  A tight pattern struck the murderous beast in its back, below the point where its thick shoulders hunched.  Loaded with deer slugs, the heavy pellets shattered its spine.  It collapsed to its knees, falling forward, upper arms releasing their grip, reaching to break the fall.  It fell across Pete.
Pete screamed.  Reflexively trying to escape, he fell backward, bringing up the sharp spindle he had refused to release.  The point broke the skin in the center of the thing's chest.  As Pete scampered rearward, crab-like on the linoleum, the back of the spindle braced against solid floor and the monster's momentum finished the job.  The stake-like stick sank all the way to Pete's white-knuckled fist.
The monster hissed and rolled away.
A third beast had entered during the fray.  It assaulted Tom with vicious mortal thrusts, then came toward Pete.
Two beasts locked eyes as the larger one—unable to move from the chest down—raised its head.
The third creature focused on Pete, but before it could spring, the sealed-beam light flashed into its eyes.
The thing shielded its eyes and stepped back.
"Shotgun!  Pete, get the gun."  Royce's voice was weak, but controlled.
The gun had stopped against the back wall, no more than three feet from Pete's right hand, but he looked at Royce, not the gun.
"It's behind you, son, to your right."  Royce flinched as pain raced on spiked hooves through his side and hip.
The creature backed into the guest room, stepping behind the wall, escaping the light.
After grabbing the shotgun, Pete chambered the third shell and stood.
"Here, take the light," Royce said, holding the flashlight toward him.  "Hand me a lantern and matches."
Pete did it quickly, then faced the guest-room doorway.  He did not want to go into that room, but his feet—as if on their own, betraying his fears—took tentative steps forward.
He aimed the light, surveying what little he could see on the other side of the doorway.  A vanity bureau sat against the wall opposite the door, but he saw nothing in the mirror.
The Coleman lamp hissed to life, flaring cold, white light, and Pete surveyed the carnage.
Glory laid on her side—facing away, unmoving—a blood puddle on the linoleum forming by her head.  Royce propped himself on his right forearm, holding the lantern as high as he could in his left hand.  A steady stream of blood ran down his cheek, splattering to the floor.  Between the old man and Glory, one of the things lay facedown, collapsed on an outstretched arm, one of its deadly claws pointing skyward.
The larger longclaw lay on its back, the wooden stake in its chest rising and falling gently with its breaths.
On the other side of the table, Ruby Knighten laid crumpled, facedown.  Directly in front, at his feet, Pete's father laid facedown, a wide swath of blood trailing behind him into the living room.  Pete heard his ragged sucking breathing.  The boy knelt, sat the light down, and gently rolled his father over.
There was blood everywhere.  The third longclaw had stabbed him between the shoulders.  Pete knew there was no hope.
Tom's eyes slowly opened.
"Dad, oh Jesus, Dad," Pete sobbed, kissing his father's forehead.
"Pete, thank God you're okay."  He coughed and blood flowed from the corner of his mouth.  He choked for a moment.
Cradling his head, Pete wiped the blood from his mouth.
"Pete, I'm so sorry.  That thing, son, that thing made me do it.  Got into my mind, took over.  But I saw it too.  They want to kill us because we know they are here."  He choked again, then smiled at his son.  "We got him, didn't we son?"
Tears streamed down Pete's face.  "Yeah, Dad, we got him."
His father forced a weak smile.  "You've got to get the last one, son.  It won't stop coming after you until it's dead.  You can do it, Pete, you always could."  He coughed up a mouthful of blood, his eyes closed, his neck relaxed, and his head dropped back.
Royce's voice was soft but firm.  "Pete, you've got to go in that room.  We've got to look after Ruby and Glory," and as an afterthought, he quickly added, "and your dad.  But first, make sure the house is clear.  Okay, son?"
"Right," Pete said, picking the flashlight up as he stood.  He moved slowly toward the room.  He stepped to his right, hoping the new angle would reveal more in the mirror against the far wall, but it showed nothing.
He gathered his courage, then threw himself against the doorframe, gun pointing into the room and ready to fire.  There was nothing.
He waited a few more seconds, sweeping the light across the part he could see, then quickly stepped in the room.
"It's empty," he said, coming back into the battlefield that a few moments before had been a warm kitchen.
Stooping by his father, he shone the light on him.  He was dead.  Pete sniffled, wiping his arm across his eyes, smearing his own blood across his face.  He looked at the blood on his arm as he took it away, then at his dead father.
"Pete," Royce said, soothingly, seeing the boy was not listening.
The teenager, slowly but purposefully, walked to the dying longclaw.  Making sure to stand beyond the sharp claw's reach, he shone the light into the thing's face.
It turned pain-filled eyes away, trying to shield them with its arms.
Keeping the light focused unwaveringly on its head, Pete eased forward, holding the shotgun out and down with his right hand.  When the barrel was a foot from the thing's head, he paused.
"This is for my dad, motherfucker," he whispered, and pulled the trigger.


THIRTY-EIGHT
He was old for its kind: nearly nineteen years.  He had brought his clan to paradise, but not the paradise of myth.  Here the demon prey’s vulnerabilities were deceptive.  They were slow, lacking strong senses, no match for even a single longclaw.  Somehow, from their slowness and vulnerability, they created monsters to do their bidding.  They called out pieces of the sun at night; they directed explosive eruptions from small shafts at speeds even longclaws could not approach.
Things had gone terribly wrong.  He brought the clan to this gathering of demons so they could finish this business and feed unmolested in this plentiful world.  Now he was dying, and only Speaker survived.
Leader lay on the smooth surface, eyes staring upward at nothing, the horrid light playing around the room.  He could not feel or move anything from the chest down.  His arms, shoulders, and neck burned with strange numbness, their movement severely limited, or he would have continued the attack.
He mind-spoke for Speaker to finish the demons, but the old one got to the light and blinded her.  Seeing she too would die if she stayed, he ordered her to flee.
Now she was alone, running though the darkness with no clan.
The dying longclaw glanced toward an approaching noise.  The light struck his eyes.  He turned his head and brought his arms over his eyes, hoping only to die quickly.
Leader tried desperately to mind-speak once more with Speaker as the demon made a sound.
The longclaw's brain was instantly pulverized.


THIRTY-NINE
"Help me up."  Royce held out his hand.
After blowing off the top of the monster's head, Pete went to the kitchen counter to reload the shotgun.  He had not said a word, his eyes focused tightly on what he was doing, avoiding glancing at his father's body.
"Help me up," Royce repeated more loudly.
Ruby moaned and stirred on the floor across from him.
Wordlessly, without setting the shotgun down, Pete reached a hand toward the old man, gripped his wrist, and pulled upward.
Royce hobbled a step and braced himself on a chair.  "We need to take care of the women, Pete.  They're hurt pretty badly."
Royce's face bled badly, and the old man found a dish towel to press against it.  Pete's cut was less severe, the bleeding almost stopped.
"You can take care of them.  I've got something to do."  Pete loaded the third shell, pumped one into the chamber, then loaded a fourth, stuffing more shells into his jean’s pockets.
"I know you're not John Hopkins, but in case you haven't noticed, I'm not in the best shape of my life, and you could use some mending yourself."  Royce's hip and knee were badly sprained and bruised.
A determined set to his features, Pete looked at the old man.  "Uncle Royce, I don't have time.  You heard what Dad said; it'll keep coming and coming until it's dead or we are.  I'm going after it."
"Have you got a plan?"
"Yeah, I'm going to take the four-wheeler and catch it, then I'm going to blow its ass off the planet."  He raised the shotgun for emphasis.
"Don't forget the hoofprints at Medicine Mound, Pete.  There were four of them.  That means there’re two out there.  We can track them tomorrow, son.  We'll get some help, and then we'll get it.  Please, don't go now."
"You're a good guy, Uncle Royce."  Pete spoke evenly, sad eyes fixed on nothing. "But I'm not your son; I was his."  He pointed without looking at Tom's corpse.  "They killed him and it's payback time.  I'm going to make it pay, right now."
He picked up the sealed-beam light and started for the door.
"Better take that, if you're going."  Royce pointed toward the forty-five caliber automatic pistol on the countertop.
"Don't know how to use it," Pete paused to answer.
"Might need it.  It's ready.  All you have to do is cock the hammer the first time then pull the trigger.  Eight shots.  Hold tight: it'll kick a bit."  If he could not talk him out of going, he wanted the boy to have every chance.
"Thanks," Pete said, sticking the pistol inside his pants.
Royce was trying to bring Ruby around when he heard the four-wheeler cough, rev a few times, then fade across the fields.
In the soft earth, it would be easy—even at night—to find the tracks.
***
The shotgun was strapped across the handlebar’s racks with a bungee cord.  The pistol had been moved so the grip stuck above the waistband at the back of his pants.  The boy leaned forward, following the tracks as the Honda bounced across the wet field, rooster-tailing pasty mud.
When he started, he had found three sets of tracks leading to the house.  It took him a moment to find the single set heading away: east, toward the river.
He knew how fast the things were.  Even on the four-wheeler, he was not sure he could equal their speed—but he had to try.  He realized he must catch it before the river.  If it beat him to the other side, he could not bring the four-wheeler across, and he would never be able to catch it.  He accelerated to dangerous, bone-jarring speeds, heading toward the pine across the Tallahega.



Speaker was alone.  She fled the demons' lair at Leader's command.  But what now?  The clan was gone.  She carried Leader's unborn child, but mother and child could not build a clan.
She ran at top speed until reaching the tree line.  The shortness of breath came and she collapsed, chest palpitating.  It took a moment for the lightheadedness to fade.  Speaker heard a throaty roar approaching.  She saw a light moving across the field at an angle.  The thing mounting the light reminded her of runners in her world; though not as quick, it had the four legs and the upright torso.  This was not her world, not where she would bear her young, not in this alien place where slow, weak demons commanded sun and thunder, but in her own world where she understood death.  Perhaps she could not return.  Perhaps the door through which they had come was locked; but she would try.
The longclaw crouched, studying the moving light.  She saw it slow, make a slight turn, then accelerate toward her.  She ran, holding her speed to a trot, trying to avoid the shortness of breath.
Moving across a heavily wooded slope, she heard her pursuer droning.  It moved behind and to her left.  It was not coming directly to her, but following the base of the hill along the field's edge.
She would outdistance it easily at full speed, but Speaker was afraid of losing her breath and being caught unable to fight, so she kept her speed reduced as the roaring beast closed the distance.
She smelled the water.  She was close to the crossing place, but the beast was very close, still coming from the left but now ahead as well.
She risked a short burst at full speed and made it to the woods ahead of her pursuer, but the light-headedness returned at once and she leaned forward, hands on thighs, until her breathing returned to normal.  The droning was very close.  She saw the light filtering through the forest behind her.  In front, the river gurgled.  Two hundred yards to her right, the tree bridged the shores.
The demon came.  She could run for the bridge, but at a trot, the roaring predator would catch her.  At full speed, she might not make it before her lungs suffered another attack.  The third choice was to stay and fight.  Quickly deciding, she backed behind a tree at the forest's edge.



Pete Mason lost the trail when he reached the woods, but it had been headed unwaveringly toward the river.  A wrong guess and he might never find the tracks again tonight.  He decided to go to the river.  The four-wheeler could make better time skirting the forest, so he followed the slope's base.
Coming to the embankment, he turned right.  The headlight picked up no trace of the creature.  It had either already crossed, was not coming this way at all, or was making its way through the woods.
The headlights struck something moving in the distance.  Straining for a better look, he reached for the shotgun.
He drove with his right hand controlling the throttle while he held the shotgun awkwardly in his left, clicking off the safety.
The thing moved strangely, as if something was wrong.  A chill ran through Pete when he realized that however slowly it moved, it was coming toward him.
His instincts screamed at him to turn and run—leave this place forever—but he didn't.  Resting the shotgun's barrel across the handlebars, holding the stock and trigger with his left hand, he maneuvered the bike, aligning the barrel with the target.  He geared down to reduce the bouncing.  He was closing on the target, his finger applying pressure on the trigger, when he identified the thing coming toward him.
Pete recognized Glory's father, muddy, soaking wet, bloodstained.  He looked hurt, staggering in a daze.  "Mr. McFarland!"  Pete yelled over the engine's roar.  "I'm coming, stay there."
Pete dropped gears again, and the bike decelerated with a jerk.
The boy never saw the longclaw attack.  She leapt from behind a tree, the charge timed to the four-wheeler's motion.  Her vicious claws came down in front of the handlebars, where Pete would have been if he had not downshifted exactly when he did.
Instincts took over.  Pete swerved left and slammed on the brakes.  Between the sudden deceleration, the sharp veer, and the impact of the longclaw's body, the vehicle tipped over.  Pete jumped, landed in the grass on his shoulder, and rolled.  The shotgun flew from his hand, landing a foot away.
The creature was on its feet.  The motor kept running.  The headlight pointed skyward, a white beam between them.  The creature sidestepped toward the bike's rear, away from the light.
In the taillight's red and amber glow, Pete stretched for the shotgun, touched the butt with his fingers, and pulled it into his hand.
The creature stopped as Pete gathered the gun and prepared to fire.  Rather than continue, it bolted.
Pete pointed the gun barrel at empty space.  Quicker than a wink, the thing was gone.  Rising to his knees, he saw the thing heading for the weaving McFarland.
"Get down!  Get down, Mr. McFarland!"  Pete had no choice.  If he didn't kill it, it would kill Glory's dad.  He took aim and pulled the trigger.
***
Charlie McFarland had survived because of military training, toughness, and luck.  When the creature’s attack knocked him into the muddy current, he was unconscious for a few seconds.  He would have drowned then except the same current pushed him into a turn where the water had eaten away the bank for days, exposing roots and a granite shelf.  The water's force pushed his upper half onto the inclined shelf and he sputtered to life, coughing and spitting up muddy water, hands searching for a hold.  He recovered enough to pull himself higher on the outcropping.  He lay in two inches of water as the river continued to erode the bank.
He bled badly.  Though dazed, he took off his shirt and pressed the makeshift bandage over his wound, tying the sleeves around his head to hold it tight.  Then he leaned back against the steep embankment and passed out.
When he regained consciousness, he hurt all over and did not remember exactly what had happened.  Something had hit him, knocking him into the river.  There was coughing, a rock.  Reaching to feel his head, touching the shirt, he remembered the thing he had killed and the one that had nearly killed him.
Though dazed, he understood he had to make it to Ruby's, reach Irene and Glory, warn them, and find help.  He was walking along the river when he heard the four-wheeler and saw its light.  He saw it turn toward him, heard someone call his name, but it was all he could do to keep moving toward the light, knowing only he must reach the light.
It stopped, moved jerkily, and the light pointed away from him, toward the sky.  Someone came toward him, running quickly.  Reaching out for help, he heard the voice yelling for him to get down.  Incoming, he thought, flashing back to the war.  That was it, he thought, it's the war.  I'm wounded, there's incoming, we're being overrun.  He dropped to the ground searching for his M-16 as the first shots rang out.
***
Speaker felt the stinging pellets enter her thigh as the explosions boomed behind her.  She ducked and swerved to avoid being struck again.  There was burning in her leg, but she sped on, almost stepping on the demon facedown in the weeds.  There was one more shot, but nothing hit her.  She reached the tree trunk, crossed the river, and faded into the woods.
***
"Mr. McFarland, Mr. McFarland.  Come on, wake up," Pete commanded, kneeling by the prostrate figure.
Slowly a dazed eye opened and found Pete.  Charlie raised himself and turned his head to look at the boy.  The shirt wrapped around his head looked ridiculous.
"Jesus, I almost shot you.  I thought you were that thing.  Are you all right?"
Charlie's voice was weak.  It took too long to sound out the words.  "Yeah.  Something cut me, tried to kill me.  The river, I got out.  I got one earlier.  Shot it."
There is only one left, Pete thought.
He looked around, realizing Pete was alone.  "Where's Irene, Glory?  Are they all right?  We have to warn them."  He started to rise, but collapsed and caught himself with his arms.  Pete helped him roll over.
This guy's out of it, Pete thought.  If he could hang onto Pete, the four-wheeler would take them to Ruby's, but it looked as if it would be awhile before Glory's dad could manage the ride.
"It's okay, Mr. McFarland.  You rest here; we'll get you home."
"Yeah, rest.  I'll rest a minute.  Did you see those things?  Tried to kill me, but I got out.  I'm gonna make it.  We're all going to make it.  Jesus, where's the choppers, they promised choppers, they prom-i-s-e-d."   He passed out.
Pete could stay with him until he came around, which could be hours.  Pete could wait until daylight when it would be safer to hunt the thing.  There were lots of choices.  What he did was give Glory's father one last look to make sure he was breathing, pick up the shotgun, and head for the log.
What am I doing? he wondered, crossing the log in darkness.  There was at least an hour before sunrise, and he had lost the electric lantern between the house and the wreck.  He was frightened, alone.  He could go back.  They would hunt it tomorrow.  He heard something in the bushes and froze, pointing the gun toward the sound.
The leaves rustled again, so slightly.  It was fifteen feet in front of him.  Oh, Jesus, Pete thought.  Turning, favoring his sore ankle, he ran away, ran for the log across the river.
With the first retreating step, he remembered the thing slicing his father, finishing the helpless man who seconds before had saved his life.  With the second step, Pogo leapt into memory, hurling onto the creature at the rivers' fork, giving his life to save Pete.  He stopped.
Something happened inside: not a snap, more a sliding into place.  Everything—every person he cared for—had been taken from him.  Divorce took his father the first time, an accident his brother, drugs his mother, and these . . . things killed his dad, Pogo, and maybe Glory.
Gun barrel leading, he turned deliberately to face the shrubs.  Cautiously, limping slightly, he moved forward, finger too tight on the trigger.
Two raccoons scurried out from the brambles toward the river.  They saw the boy, squealed, and fled the way they came.
"Shit," Pete whispered and moved on.
The things came through the power of the stones on Medicine Mound.  Pete reasoned they might be attracted to the place.  He had seen several tracks moving up and down the river, but only one leading into the woods, and those paralleled the trail to the Indian site.
Terrified, he heard his heart hammering. It seemed to take forever to reach anywhere, but he was not about to rush into another ambush.  This time when they met, he would be ready.
***
Speaker wanted to return to her world.  The longclaw hoped she could go back the way the clan had come to this false paradise.
Her leg hurt, it burned, the muscles twitched.  She trotted with a noticeable limp.  Passing the clear pond beneath the crossing place, she continued toward the mound where the crystal lay buried.  Though she did not know how it worked, she knew what needed to be done.
Reaching the mound, she made straight for the crystal, dug frantically, pulled it from the ground, and loped toward the standing stones.
***
Pete reached Medicine Pond and waited.  Having found no more tracks, he thought he might be wrong, but just in case, he took no chances.  Scanning the area around the pond, he listened.
Suddenly blue light flashed.  There was no sound, only an instant of bluish light.  The flash repeated.  He peered toward it.  The stones, he thought.  It’s at the stones.
Stealthy as possible, he jogged toward the flashes, knowing the creature was there.
He followed the twisting gully up the tree-covered slope, stopping near the top to sneak a peek.
His jaw dropped.  The creature, cradling a large quartz crystal in one arm while the other shielded its eyes, hopped between stones as colored lightning flashed from their tops into the crystal.  A magenta aura emerged from the ground.  As it moved up the cardinal stones, it changed to a deep purple before fading to a light, electric blue.  When a stone's top was charged, lightning streaked into the crystal.
The crystal stored the energy, blazing brighter with each bolt.  Finally, reaching its maximum, it discharged a massive, blue flash into the center stone.  The power storm moved up the stone, exited its peak, and circled above, forming a swirling, violet energy cloud.
The crystal's energy release pushed the creature in Pete's direction.  He raised the gun, aimed, and squeezed the trigger.
The muzzled flashed, the gun roared, sounding many times louder than it should have, echoing like an audio tape played too slow.  The creature turned its face toward Pete as the spiraling vortex above the center stone flashed toward them.  Rushing past the thing, the energy engulfed it as it blasted past.
The boy saw a thousand tiny flashbulbs exploding randomly, then the air turned murky brown, laced with dingy, yellow light.
Landing on his bad ankle, he grunted and stooped.  Pete looked at the baked, gray ground.  It was hard, not the soft, pine-needle-covered forest.  He raised his head, scanning the surroundings.
Active volcanoes glowed with molten light in the distance, dotting a desolate plateau.  Where the standing stones should have been, he saw a six-pointed star of light hovering four feet off the ground.  The star's long arms each began as a faint, red glow and grew in intensity, gradually becoming yellow.  Where the arms converged was a miniature, white-hot sun.
Pete heard sounds behind.  The thing lay facedown, back bleeding from the buckshot.  It rolled its eyes at Pete, hissed once, then lay motionless, its gaze locked on the boy.
If Pete was terrified before, he froze with fear as a winged shape flashed from the clouds, lowering an enormous body, then disappearing into the dirty sky.  It was like watching a flying snake, only so large and close Pete could not see it all at once.  He saw it like a train passing a parked car, one group of mottled markings at a time.
It vanished into the stinking, roiling clouds.
Another sound.  Pete whirled around.  Six—no, seven—no, eight gibbering creatures ran frantically toward him.  No larger than raccoons, wide, tooth-filled jaws on short snouts clacked repeatedly as they opened and closed.
He aimed.
Boom!  The lead beast dropped.
Boom!  Boom!  Two more were dead.
There was no time to reload the shotgun.  They were nearly on him.
Pete pulled the pistol from his pants and fired almost straight down as the nearest flung itself at his calf.  The bullet slammed into its head, nailing it to the ground.  The next one sank savage, needle teeth into his leg before he killed it.
His next bullet missed, costing an awful bite on his other leg, but the fourth shot sent the attacking thing flying.  Three remained, circling, surrounding their prey.
Pete took careful aim, fired, and missed.  As if on signal, the little horrors fled into the rocks.
Pete spun to the new danger and saw the wounded longclaw on its feet, charging at tremendous speed.  He fired the remaining shots as he ran in the opposite direction.
He plunged through the starburst light like a sprinter breaking the finish-line tape and found himself falling through a swirling, brown vortex.
Thump!  He landed on his back.
The ground was soft.  There was moisture in the air.  There were trees all around.  He was on the hillock, but the stones were missing.
Lightning struck nearby.  He felt the crashing thunder's concussion.
The longclaw ran through an invisible doorway, stopped, glimpsed Pete to its right, turned, and moved toward the prone boy.
Pete looked for the automatic pistol with no luck.
The thing—wounded, bleeding—stood at his feet, towering over him.  Pete scrambled backward on his hands.  His chewed-up legs seemed heavy.  He was weak from loss of blood.
The thing took a wide step and put a hoofed foot between his legs.  It balled its hands into fists, the longclaws extending.  It looked into Pete's eyes.
There was no emotion, nothing personal.  This was survival, pure and simple.  Pete knew he was going to die, but refused to quit.
He kicked the beast's knee joint, a sharp, karate-style kick.
It pulled its leg back a few inches, eyes locked with Pete.
Pete started to kick again, but as his foot came forward, the creature’s lightning-fast hand grasped his ankle in an iron grip.  The creature drew back its other fist, preparing the final thrust.
This is it, Pete thought, throwing himself against the ground.
The creature's eyes grew even larger.  It released Pete's ankle.  Its left arm reached over its shoulder toward its back, while its right arm shot behind like an invisible wrestler had put it in an arm lock.  It dropped to its knees, fell forward, and bounced off Pete, struggling to reach its back.  A wooden shaft snapped and fell away as the creature rolled down the mound.
Shock washed over Pete's pain-racked body.  He had lost too much blood.  He heard something and raised his head, looking between his sprawled, bleeding legs.
He saw menacing horns rising up the hill.  "Oh, shit," he said, shaking his head before passing out.

FORTY
A lightning bug landed on Royce's arm.  It crawled briefly over gray hairs before unfolding its wings and launching like a carrier plane beaconing the twilight above the garden.
The tomato plants, staked in two neat rows, drooped with clusters of green tomatoes.  Royce had bought the fertilizer from the Stop and Shop up the road.  The new owners had bought the property only a year ago, three days after Two's children buried their parents.  They no longer carried the Royal Sheep Manure brand, but it did not bother Royce.  Not much of anything bothered him.
The dog pranced around the corner.  A young male, it was the spitting image of Pogo.  It sat for a moment, playfully looking at its mother, then bounded like an animated character into the field.  Pepper raised her head, looked up at Royce with naturally sorrowful eyes, then rested her chin on her crossed paws.
The sheriff had discovered Pepper and her pups in the Marshall's barn after the nightmare.  Royce volunteered to take them.  He found homes for the other pups, but could not find anyone who wanted the mother, and could not bring himself to part with the bodacious male pup that reminded him of Pogo.
He scratched the side of his face, touching the crimson welt where he had been cut.  His finger traced the curving scar.  The doctor said it would improve, but not by much.  They offered plastic surgery, but Royce did not feel it was necessary.  As Ruby said, "Time heals all wounds."
He felt old, used up, lonely.  Time was all he had left, and little of it.  In a way, it did not bother him.  There were times during his life when he had questioned what he learned in England and Ireland, when he wondered if maybe he had frittered his life away teaching English in a tiny town.  No longer.  He had been where he was supposed to be when the time came.
He had watched the gates all those years because he was a Mason, born to it, or so he believed.  When the crucible came, it was the boy, not he, who did what needed to be done.
The boy was a Mason.  Fate drew Pete to this place as surely as it had held Royce for a lifetime.
They had found Pete's tracks headed toward Medicine Mound across the Tallahega.  They found the quartz crystal outside the stone circle.  They found an expended shotgun shell.  They found nothing else.
The authorities' theory was the boy and the last longclaw had fallen into the river and been swept downstream.  No one really believed the explanation, but it was a tidy way to close the case.
The sheriff had opened the investigation only to have his team swallowed by university and government people who quickly claimed the longclaw corpses.  No one wanted to believe what happened, but went along for lack of choice.  The three creatures' bodies were shocking evidence.
Charlie had stayed with Ruby for a few weeks, jointly mourning Irene's and Glory's deaths, then went back to what was left of his life in Anniston.
Royce and Ruby visited every day.  They were closer than ever, but it was not the same.  Royce guessed it never would be.
FORTY-ONE
A sharp jolt brought Pete to consciousness.  Strapped to a contraption of poles and skins, someone dragged him across rough terrain.  He tried to raise himself, but between the loss of blood and the straps holding him to the wooden poles, it was useless.  He bent his head back to see who pulled him, then passed out again.
He was still strapped down but lying flat when he regained consciousness.  He heard running water, then someone moving around behind him.  After a few moments, a specter appeared, black eyes peering through large holes in a buckskin hood.
The person smiled and asked a question in a foreign language.  Pete licked his lips from thirst.  The hooded face vanished then reappeared, holding a small wooden bowl to Pete's mouth.
Pete sipped the water, his captor asked more questions, speaking slowly and making elaborate hand signs to help Pete understand.
All Pete could do was to shake his head, indicating he did not understand.
The hooded man nodded disappointedly, then vanished from Pete's sight.  A second later, Pete felt the contraption rise and move laboriously forward.
Looking down—feeling burning pain in his legs—Pete saw his pants had been cut away and his legs were wrapped in leaves.  He felt feverish.  Chills rolled up his back.  He passed out again.
***
Mulberry Place sat with the women, behind the circle of men around the campfire.  Today two boys joined the ranks of warriors.  They had shared their first kill, a large bear.
One of them, Wahuhuisi—a name meaning Night Hawk's Grandchild—was set on making Mulberry Place his wife, though he was several years younger.  He waited until after his first kill to announce his intentions to her father.  Mulberry did not like him, but he slew a bear.  She knew no argument her parents would hear.  There was no question.  It was Night Hawk's night.  She only hoped he would forget about her for the evening.
A cry came from the woods.  It began as a howl ending in three dog barks.  The wolfish hound stood, ears raised, head cocked toward the sound.  The big dog barked once then charged into the woods.
"Steady Hand!" Mulberry exclaimed, jumping to her feet, looking into the trees.
A warrior's cry came again.  The others rose, and some men moved toward the sound.
Steady Hand was late returning from his first Walk Alone, but not late enough to cause concern.  What was unusual was to call out when approaching the village.  It could only mean he needed help.
Several warriors, including the two newest, picked up spears and trotted into the woods.  Mulberry wanted to follow, but women were not allowed outside the village at night.  She waited anxiously for her brother's return.
They came, Steady Hand in the lead, several men pulling a travois made from saplings lashed with pieces of buckskin.  On it was an unconscious stranger.
Setting him beside the community fire, the tribe gathered around, overcome by curiosity.  Strapped to the primitive vehicle was a young man, older than Steady Hand and bigger than any man in the tribe.
His size was remarkable, but his looks were amazing.  White skin and red hair. The tribe buzzed with speculative chatter.
Mulberry forced her way to the travois's side and knelt, examining the cut on the stranger’s face and the leaves around his wounded legs.  Red Crawfish knelt beside her, quizzically examining the strange man, passing a feathered amulet back and forth above the white-skinned body, chanting healing words.  Mulberry heard with dread her brother tell of battling a longclaw before making the hard journey, pulling the travois and its cargo home.
The warriors gathered around Steady Hand.  Night Hawk stood back, glowering.
"I heard fighting and ran toward the sounds but made no noise.  They were in the sacred clearing near Talking Valley.  A longclaw stood over Red Hair preparing to kill him.  I ran forward and threw a spear, but the longclaw moved and it missed.  Closer, I threw my magic spear and it sank in the creature's back."
He looked toward Red Crawfish.  "The longclaw rolled from the hill and broke the shaft.  I left the spearpoint in its body.  I am sorry, Red Crawfish; it was a most beautiful point."
"Its magic killed the longclaw.  Don't be concerned.  I will make another, just as beautiful and even more powerful."  The shaman returned to chanting over the wounded stranger.
Bent Nose, the tribe's wisewoman, squatted on the other side of the travois.  "Red Crawfish?" she asked.
The shaman stopped his chanting to look at her.  She glanced toward her lodge, but did not speak.  Seeing Red Crawfish did not understand, she moved her eyes quickly toward her lodge repeatedly.
Red Crawfish followed her gaze, thought a moment, then stood announcing, "This man is very sick.  We do not know if he is Ani Yun Wiya, but we will never find out if he dies.  Some of you men take him to Bent Nose's lodge.  When we have healed him, we will have our answers."
Several warriors sprang forward for the honor of helping save so mysterious a visitor.  They carried him into the wisewoman's hut and gently lowered him to the ground.
Pete Mason woke on a soft bed of furs, covered with more warm furs.  A reddish-skinned angel rubbed cool water on his forehead.  He was inside a hut.  A small fire burned in the earthen floor, wafting smoke through a hole in the roof's apex.
Pete felt terrible, but could not help noticing the beautiful girl.  Jet-black hair pulled taut along the sides reflected the iridescent colors of a raven's wing.  Her large, black eyes were clear, bright, and exotically raised at the corners, and her full mouth seemed caught in a slight but pleasant smile.
When she realized Pete's eyes were open, she spoke.  "Ukakeech?"
Pete shook his head.  "No.  I don't understand.  I am sorry.  Do you speak English?"  He asked the question slowly.
The girl looked puzzled.  As Steady Hand said, the red-haired warrior did not speak Ani Yun Wiya.
Mulberry Place stood slowly.  Backing toward the skin-covered door, she motioned with her hands for Pete to stay, then disappeared outside.
The beautiful girl came back, followed by a weathered-looking man with a scarlet birthmark on his forehead and a woman with a crooked nose.
They squatted by his pallet talking quietly.  The man with the birthmark spoke, pointing to Pete.  "Tskuka?"  “Who are you?” he asked.
"I'm sorry," Pete said, concerned.  "Does anyone speak English?"
The older woman said something to the man.  They had a heated discussion, but in quiet tones.  The young woman paid close attention.  The man returned his attention to Pete.
He pointed to himself, saying, "Tski Tsiskagili," pronouncing his name slowly.  Then he pointed to Pete.  "Tsk? Tsk?"
Pete pointed to himself and said, "Pete Mason."  Then pointing to the man to show he understood, he tried to pronounce his name.  "Tsi-ska-gili."
The man smiled.  Then, pointing at the old woman and Mulberry Place, he named them, "Tsk Untgah.  Tsk Kuwahinini."
Mulberry Place smiled at her name.
Pete was worried, but sensed what was happening was important.  The old man pointed to each, saying their names, then made a sweeping gesture and said, "Ani Yun Wiya."
He repeated the process, then pointed to Pete.  "Tsk Peemahson?"
"American," Pete said, pointing to himself, "Pete Mason is American," finally understanding what the man wanted to know.  It also explained why no one spoke English.  He was in some other country, maybe the Amazon.  No, Pete thought, it's not this cold there.
The old man and woman studied Pete for a moment, spoke softly to each other and then to the girl.  She answered, smiling broadly, nodding agreement.  They left the hut together.
Pete felt relief.  They did not seem like cannibals or headhunters.  He would be able to leave here eventually, but first he needed to heal.  He lay back and fell asleep.
That night, around the council campfire, Red Crawfish and Bent Nose conferred with Untsaiyi, the Ani Yun Wiya chief.  Red Crawfish believed Peemahson had been sent by the Thunder Beings.  He didn't know why, but it would be dangerous to insult their gift.  Bent Nose agreed.  Their plan was for Mulberry Place to teach Peemahson to speak their language and discover why the Thunder Beings sent him.
A few warriors argued he was not a gift from the gods but a scout from the tribes of the north.  It had long been rumored aggressive, marauding tribes lived far to the north.  Maybe they were coming south in search of Ani Yun Wiya women.  The newest warrior—Night Hawk—threw his voice with this faction.
It was decided Peemahson was physically too strange to be from the north.  Red Crawfish had his way.
When Pete woke, the beautiful girl sat beside his pallet stitching a skin garment.  Remembering her name, he spoke.  "Kuwahinini?"
Pleased, she smiled broadly, motioned him to lie still, and left.  Seconds later, the bent-nosed woman came in.
She pulled the leaves and moss from his legs.  Pete saw his wounds, stitched closed with what looked like dark fishing line.  He touched the inflamed side of his face and felt the hard knots of stitches.
Without speaking, the woman rubbed on a paste that numbed his legs.  She washed the wounds with clear liquid, then applied fresh moss and leaves.
She smiled at Pete, repeated the process on his face, and left.
The girl returned with a flat, wooden bowl filled with meats and boiled roots.  Pete didn't feel like eating, but it was obvious the girl had no intention of giving up.
When he finished, she began teaching the spoken and sign language of the Ani Yun Wiya.
It took two weeks before Pete recovered enough to venture outside.  The winter waned to chilly nights and warm, spring days.  Pete was too weak to do much other than sit outside and go for short walks.
He learned much of the natives' language, but not enough, apparently, to discover where he was.  Mulberry Place was what he first thought:  an angel.  She sat with him every day, teaching him words and signs.  When he had learned enough, she began joking with him.  He not only liked her, she was his link to this world.
The tribe went about its routine while Pete Mason wandered around the village.  He was welcomed everywhere in camp, the Ani Yun Wiya eager to show and teach their activities.
Most men were gone during the day, and he became the center of the children’s and women's attention.  Red Crawfish was usually about, making amulets and charms, or knocking flint into spearheads, knives, or axes.  Pete spent several hours a day under his instruction, learning the art.
All the men made functional weapons, but only Red Crawfish and Untsaiyi made the beautiful, ceremonial, magical points.
He moved from Bent Nose's hut into the larger lodge of Mulberry Place's family.  Pete learned that Steady Hand felt responsible for Peemahson being among his tribe, and always spoke in his behalf when his name came up among the warriors, which was more and more frequently.  Though he could not understand every word, it was plain Night Hawk did not like the idea of a stranger sharing lodging with Mulberry Place.
One afternoon, Pete watched the children practice spear throwing.  Many boys were only one or two winters from their first hunts, and a lifetime of practice made them accurate with the weapons.
The target was a log suspended from a tree branch.  One boy would pull it, then let it swing like a pendulum.  The thrower had to hit it before the third swing ended.  Many boys were good enough to hit it twice within the allotted time.
When Pete's turn came, he nearly hit the boy controlling the log.  Everyone laughed, except the boy who had dodged the poorly thrown weapon.
The incident became a joke in the village.  The warriors would grip their spears tightly when Pete came by, saying to others not to let him have one.  Night Hawk asked how this stranger could be a warrior and not know how to use a spear.
It bothered Pete.  It was the same as always, competing against people in their arena just like at the military school, only this time he did not have to deal with algebra and biology.
Mulberry Place spent as much time with Pete as duties allowed.  She told him that, though he was a warrior, he was not a Ani Yun Wiya warrior, and until he became one he could not function as an adult in the tribe.  Since he could not become a Ani Yun Wiya warrior without making a kill, he should not give up practicing the spear.
When he said he did not want to throw spears, she coyly listed a tribal warrior's privileges, the last being marriage.
The flint was playing out in the area.  Red Crawfish took Pete on a long hike to find new sources.  They traveled through the woods, the old man testing Pete's grasp of the language.
They came to a clearing occupied by a clear, sand-bottomed pond.  Pete nearly swooned.  It was Medicine Pond: not exactly as he remembered, but the same pond, no question.
"Is something the matter?" Red Crawfish asked.
"Nothing," Pete answered, then pointing, he added, "There should be good flint there."
Red Crawfish found the outcropping rising from the soil where Pete had indicated.  The boy had a knack for working flint.  He would make a good apprentice.  Why the Thunder Beings sent him in the first place remained a mystery, and some warriors grew impatient with feeding the red-haired man who did no work and could not hunt.
Lately, Pete worked very small spearheads.  Red Crawfish tried to correct him, but Pete said he wanted to practice on small ones so his big ones could be perfect.  Red Crawfish understood the idea.  Flint was easy to work with, but not precise.  If a flint knocker could make a perfect, small spearhead, a large one would be easy.
One day the children came by when he was finishing a small spearpoint and teased him, saying the weapon must be for a very small warrior.  Pete did not laugh.
He would spend hours in the woods alone.  When Mulberry asked what he was doing, he answered, "Learning to become a Ani Yun Wiya warrior so we can marry."
She smiled broadly, delight filling her eyes, then turned and hurried away, embarrassed by his candor.
Tall, green stalks filled the cornfield.  The ears were not ready to harvest, but it was obvious the women had done well.  There would be plenty this year.  Night Hawk and Steady Hand brought down a wild boar, and the tribe was in a festive mood.
After the meal, Night Hawk stood near the communal fire facing Mulberry Place's father.  "I, Wahuhuisi, Ani Yun Wiya warrior, have proved my courage and worth to the tribe.  It is time for me to have sons.  I ask for Mulberry Place to be my mate.  I have watched and judge her as a hard worker who will bear many children."
[bookmark: edit]The oratory was pure ceremony.  Night Hawk, Mulberry Place's father, and Chief Untsaiyi had held council the night before to work out the details.
Mulberry looked at her hands as dampness filled her eyes.  She chanced a glance toward Pete, but looked away.
Seeing her glistening eyes, Pete started to rise, but Red Crawfish placed a firm hand on his shoulder.  "No, Peemahson.  I see your love for Mulberry Place, but you are not a Ani Yun Wiya warrior and cannot marry her.  She is too old to be without husband.  If you cause trouble, only bad will come of it."
Pete recognized the concern in the old man's voice.  Reluctantly, he stayed seated, casting worried glances at the woman he loved.
Mulberry Place's father agreed, and Untsaiyi announced the wedding would take place in four nights under a full moon.
Pete ate with the tribe the night of the wedding.  The full moon set early, and the sky twinkled with a billion stars.  After the feast, Pete eased himself unnoticed into Mulberry Place's family's lodge.
He understood his predicament.  He was in America a few thousand years too soon.  He might be able to go back to his own time—if he could find the crystal, and if he could live through the hellish world he had passed through reaching this one.
The Ani Yun Wiya's were fascinated when he spoke of his journey to their world.  They nodded agreement to every word when he told the story.
Pete was careful not to tell them about the world he came from, with cars, and planes.  They would think him mad.
He realized and accepted that returning to his own world was not likely.  Even if he found the energy vortex and crossed through the longclaw's world, there was no guarantee he would return to his world in the right time.
He was stuck here.  What made it worse was—until a few days ago—he did not mind.  As Night Hawk spoke the other night, Pete had realized he loved Mulberry Place.  Now he was stuck here and could never have her.
The ceremony was beginning.  Seven warriors beat a rhythm on skins stretched over hollow logs while the rest—except for the chief, Mulberry Place's father, Night Hawk, and Red Crawfish—danced around the fire reenacting a famous hunt.  The women chanted, lifting their faces skyward.  Mulberry Place and her mother sat apart from the group, waiting for the dance to end and Red Crawfish to join the couple.  The tribe shaman would banish the newlyweds to spend the next three days in the new lodge the tribe had built.
Through the hut's doorway, Pete watched the warriors, wearing colored makeup on faces, legs, and arms, leaping and hooting around the fire.  He could see Mulberry Place sitting with her mother.  She looked sad, not a happy bride at all.  Pete knew she wanted him: not Night Hawk.
But what could he do?  Run away with her?  The tribe took a dim view of men who stole women.  They would hunt him down and kill him.
The sounds changed to screams.
Pete pulled back the skin flap over the door and looked out.  Three longclaws savaged the tribe.
They came quickly.  With no warning, they were among the tribe in an instant, cutting, stabbing, slashing, men and women wailing, falling, blood spattering, flowing.  It was carnage.
Pete leapt farther into the hut.
People were running, screaming.  Warriors threw spears, but their assailants dodged or blocked them with incredible quickness.
One of the beasts attacked Mulberry Place.  Night Hawk charged forward.  The creature turned, blocked the warrior's weapon, then speared the shocked enemy through the center of the throat.  Blood welled from his wound and out of his mouth.  He gave Mulberry Place a helpless look, collapsing to his knees.  Then, as the creature removed the nine-inch killing claw, he fell forward on his face, hands clutching his torn throat.
Red Crawfish saw the courageous Night Hawk die.  The longclaw turned to him.
Red Crawfish grunted as he hurled his spear toward the creature's chest.  With movement too swift to follow, it batted the spear away and took a step toward the old shaman.
Red Crawfish prepared to die.
The creature, hissed.  Spinning round and round, it reached for a tiny spear sticking from its back.
A warrior, seeing its confusion, charged forward, sinking a spear in its abdomen.
The longclaw fell on its back, pulling the large spear out, but the impact drove the small spear through its chest.
A second little spear came from nowhere, piercing another longclaw's neck.  Its eyes widened, and then it extended its hose-like mouth and blood ran out—black and sulfurous—as Steady Hand smashed its head with a stone ax.
Red Crawfish watched the last longclaw.
Pete emerged from the hut, bow drawn, targeting the final longclaw.
It had apparently had enough and headed for the woods, directly toward Mulberry Place.
The arrow sank halfway through its thigh.  The beast hissed, turned, and fled into the darkness.  Pete fired two more arrows, but saw nothing.
A third of the tribe lay killed.  Among the dead were chief Untsaiyi, Night Hawk, and Amaiyehi, Mulberry Place's father.
It took four days to prepare the dead for burial, and another four to haul the bodies to the great mound on Spirit Walks Mountain.
When the mourning officially ended, the tribe returned to the routine of survival, though they worked in shocked disbelief.
After the attack, warriors hunted the surviving longclaw, but lost its trail in rocky mountains.
The council of warriors met, Red Crawfish directing the proceedings.  The first order of business was to produce a new chief.  If the council could not unanimously agree, then the nominees would be obliged to fight for the title.  Fortunately, everyone agreed on Kananeski, Untsaiyi's even-tempered brother.
The second issue was to accept Peemahson as a Ani Yun Wiya warrior.  Red Crawfish spoke long and eloquently.  Peemahson had been sent by the Thunder Beings.  Their gift was the new weapon the red-haired warrior used to save the tribe from more deaths.  They all witnessed Peemahson kill the longclaws with the small spear thrower called bow.  Peemahson should be made a warrior immediately, as he had killed the fiercest of Ani Yun Wiya enemies.
There was no dissent.  Peemahson became a warrior.
But Red Crawfish was not finished.
"The attack killed many of our people.  Many lodges are without men," he said, looking at Pete.  "I seek the council of our new chief and the circle of warriors.  Would it not be wise to marry many couples and speed the coming of children?"
The men nodded, murmuring agreement.
"Then let Tsiskagili—shaman to the Ani Yun Wiya—and Untgah—wisewoman of the Ani Yun Wiya—council with the gods and make the matches.  We have fought a great battle, the dead are buried: let us celebrate the living."
After the meeting, Pete approached Red Crawfish near the entrance to the shaman's lodge.  "Tsiskagili, may Pete Mason speak with you?" he asked.
The old man turned.  It annoyed him; he could not pronounce the young man's name the way the young man did.  Then again, Peemahson had trouble properly pronouncing many Ani Yun Wiya words.  "What is it?" he responded, a gleam of humor in his eyes.
Pete cleared his throat; he felt awkward.  He was embarrassed to look the shaman in the eye.
"If you do not speak, who will know what you want?"
Pete braced himself.  "I have come to ask for Mulberry Place to be my wife.  Since she has no father, I am asking you."
"Since she has no father, you should ask Kananeski, our chief.  That is our custom."
"But in council, it was said you and Bent Nose would decide who would be married," Pete argued.
"No, Peemahson, in council, it was said we would council with the gods and let them decide on the couplings," the old man scolded.  He knew Pete did not believe in their gods.  Red Crawfish thought his unbelief very strange since it was clear the Thunder Beings had sent Peemahson with the gift of the bow.
The boy looked down at his feet then raised his head, determination on his face.  "I almost lost her once, Red Crawfish; I do not want it to happen again."
"Peemahson, you are a stranger.  Though you have become an Ani Yun Wiya warrior, I think you will never truly be an Ani Yun Wiya.  You must not challenge the gods or the shaman who speaks with them," the shaman said.  After a pause, he added, "Regardless of what you think of our gods, you must respect our belief in them, or bad will come of it.  Do you understand?"
"Yes," Pete answered, worried he would lose Mulberry Place.
"Now go and sleep well.  The gods speak, and the names of Peemahson and Kuwahinini are on their lips as one," he said, patting the smiling warrior on the shoulder.
Three days later, six couples—including Pete and Mulberry Place and Steady Hand and his new mate—were married.  Pete and Mulberry Place stayed in the same lodge.  Though it became theirs, Mulberry Place's mother lived with them.  Steady Hand and his bride moved into the hut built for Night Hawk.  His new mother-in-law, the chief's sister, moved in with them.
Kuwahinini had wanted the red-haired warrior for her husband since she spent time teaching him the Ani Yun Wiya language.  Her heart turned black when she thought she would marry Night Hawk.  When they married, she made Peemahson glad every night and, once he knew how Pete Mason proved a worthy choice.
It was three days after the wedding when the killings began.
The longclaw did not blatantly attack the tribe.  Wounded and alone, it was too crafty.  It lurked in shadows, waiting to pick off warriors, women, or children who ventured away from the campfires.
The tribe lived in fear.  Each morning a hunting party left to track the stalking killer, but each day they returned empty-handed.
They tried posting guards, only to find them drained of blood before the night ended.  One moonless night, the tribe huddled around a roaring campfire, nervously glancing over their shoulders into the darkness.  Red Crawfish danced slowly, shaking feathered amulets to the beat of seven men pounding seven drums in slow unison.  He prayed to the Thunder Beings, who built the tunnel between the worlds, asking them for help in dealing with the longclaw.
Pete and Mulberry Place sat together, his bow—already copied and improved by many warriors—beside him.  He was thinking.  The longclaw had recovered from the wound.  It was too fast to hunt; even if they found it, they could not catch it.  That was the trick: catching it.  Pondering the problem—not paying much attention to Red Crawfish's dance—the solution struck him all at once.
When the ceremony ended, families drifted nervously away to bank their fires.  Pete went to Red Crawfish with his idea.  The shaman thought about it only a second before agreeing it would be worth a try and took Peemahson with him to Chief Kananeski's lodge to explain the plan.
The next morning, all the warriors went to work.
The idea was simple.  The tribe made snares, deadfalls, and other traps to catch rabbits, deer, boar: all manner of creatures.  They would build bigger traps all around the village.  They were fast, but not fast enough to escape a snare or stop a fall into a spike-filled pit.
Within two days, deadly, hair-trigger traps occupied every approach to the village.
The plan was good.  The tribe grew confident and lax.  The second night after the last trap was set, a warrior died going to relieve himself before sunrise.
The hunters found the split-hoofed tracks and followed them, a weaving dance where the longclaw sidestepped each trap.
Pete understood the beast knew where the traps were.  But how?
He stooped, examining a trip line made of dried bear's gut.  Dried and stretched bear gut was what the tribe had used to stitch his wounds, and what he had braided into bowstring.  Thin and tough, it made excellent trip lines for the traps.  Covered with leaves and twigs, it was invisible.  Pete could not understand how the longclaw could see it.
A familiar odor wafted past his nostrils.  He rose, looking to his left.  Using the end of his bow, he poked under a large, decaying branch.  A copperhead struck, and he knew the answer.
He told Chief Kananeski and Red Crawfish his new plan.  They concurred.
The old traps were left, but as many new ones added.  It took another two days.  Then, before sunset, the women brought out strips of skins that had been shredded and cut from garments worn by the tribe.  Garments heavily encoded with the Ani Yun Wiya's odor.
The warriors scattered the strips through the forest, making sure to put some near each trap, and many others away from traps.
At night, the women gathered around a central campfire while the men, in threes, stood on the village perimeter, bait for the traps.
The moon rose and set an hour before dawn. Women lay on the ground, huddled near the glowing fire.  The men—excitement turned to fear turned to anticipation turned to tiredness—hunched against the dew.  The ones still awake spoke quietly.  The plan was a good one, they said, but the longclaw had not come.  They would try again tomorrow, and the next night, and every night until they killed the skulking beast.
There was a crash in the forest, not fifty feet from where a group of men sat, skins pulled over their heads, dozing.
Everyone was up in an instant.  Children lit waiting torches and ran them to waiting warriors who, looking nervously at each other, formed a rough line and moved toward the sprung trap.
It could be anything: an elk, a deer, a bear.  One of the tribe’s concerns was that the traps would not discriminate.  It was probably nothing.
It was the longclaw.  It had stepped into a pit and lay quivering, impaled by half a dozen needle-sharp wooden stakes.  Several warriors fired arrows into its back.  Others stabbed it with spearpoints until it lay still.
That night there was a feast.  Red Crawfish called Pete to the center of the circle.
"Peemahson, you came to us a gift from the Thunder Beings.  You brought us the bow and a way to kill longclaws.  You are a warrior among warriors and deserve a most powerful charm."  He handed Pete an amulet.  Made from the longclaw's claw affixed to a carved, bone handle, it made a wicked curved knife.
"The amulet is for you.  My next gift is for the tribe.  I give you your warrior's name: Wadiwala – Red Painted Hair.  Now we can all say your name properly."  The shaman laughed, placing a headband containing feathers from three different hawks.
The Ani Yun Wiya laughed, but not at Pete: with him.  Mulberry Place was proud.  Her husband was a leader.  Pete was home.
After the meeting, Pete spoke with Red Crawfish.  "I think there is a way to build a wall between the worlds, to close the tunnel, so no more longclaws, or thunderbirds, or wolves on two legs come to the world of the Ani Yun Wiya."
"Really?" Red Crawfish asked.  "How can we do something so great?"
Pete explained his plan, based on what he had learned from Royce and his own experience.  They would have to cut great blocks of stone from the granite cliffs and move them to the sacred clearing above Medicine Pond.  They would find the crystal, bury it on the mound at Spirit Walks Mountain, and close the door.
Red Crawfish listened, growing excited as Pete talked about the power paths.  He knew the wisdom of the young warrior's words.  He knew they could close the door, even if it took generations.  To leave it open would give the Ani Yun Wiya no peace.
It was very late when they finished talking.  Red Crawfish watched the man's broad, pale shoulders walk from his lodge.  "Peemahson, you do not believe, but you are a gift from the Thunder Beings."


THE END
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