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      A wind had been blowing all afternoon, and Jedidiah Wilson knew something might be coming up behind it.

      Behind the barn, the pines at the edge of the field were swaying and bending; in the gold of dusk, they seemed harbingers. Jed wasn’t sure of good or ill. He pretty much didn’t care, just so long as something happened.

      Homeover was one of those towns where so little happened that even small things—new haircuts or fender benders near the IGA grocery store—became the talk at the post office, where most folks still picked up their mail every day.

      Jed had been born in Homeover. Well, technically, he had been born over the mountain at the hospital in Lexington twelve years ago, so the locals considered him a native. However, his parents, from way up north in DC, were still “not from around here.” Jed wished he could be anywhere else and considered not from around here. Some days, he pondered plucking out his arm hairs one by one just to feel something.

      But on that day, April 2, Jed tasted change on the wind like he could taste the bacon his mama burnt every Sunday morning. It tainted the air and left the inside of his nostrils feeling just a bit raw.

      He’d had hints of that taste before. That time up in the woods by the water tower when he’d seen that shadow moving among the trees, he’d gone home to tell his dad he’d seen Bigfoot. Or once at school after the buses had left, he’d stayed back because he thought he’d seen someone under the bleachers. The air had tasted burnt then, too, but not like this. Today, the whole world tasted that way.

      Jed had been riding his bike up and down the driveway for an hour or two, just trying to keep his body busy. He had to stave off his anxiety somehow, and moving was the best way he’d found. Some days, he built little villages out of twigs he gathered at the edge of the woods, but today, his body needed bigger swings of motion.

      As he pedaled, he cursed himself again for leaving his bike out in the rain; it had rusted, and he couldn’t lower the seat, so now his knees were basically up in his chin. Combine that with the way his arms and legs were far too long for his scrawny white body, and Jed knew he was a sight. Or he would have been if anyone, anyone at all, had lived close enough to see him.

      On his last pass up to the road, the feeling hit him at the back of his throat. He stopped hard, slamming his feet to the gravel so fast that a dust cloud puffed up around him. It was there, just behind the barn, he knew it. Before he could think, he was pedaling hard as he stood up on his bike for the ride down the small hill toward the farmhouse and the barn beyond.

      He was so distracted that the swells of bedrock caught him totally by surprise. Suddenly, he was flying past the redbud trees at the bottom of the lane as his bicycle tumbled behind him. His arms broke his fall, and he felt them snap. He heard it, too. The pain seared up his arms, all the way to the back of his tongue, and he had to bite his cheek to keep from crying out. But he couldn’t afford to stop.

      He carefully rolled to his right side and used his shoulders and knees to lever himself to standing. Then, he was off again, his arms crossed and cradled against his body as he sprinted toward the woods. It was there. He had to make it.

      As Jed jogged past the barn, he heard his dad call out and caught a glimpse of him rolling out from under their ancient International Harvester tractor. Normally, he would have stopped and said hi to his dad. Jed loved talking with him, even though he knew that wasn’t cool in any way. Today, he just kept running.

      A few hundred feet farther, he burst into the shadow of the woods. There, he stopped so quickly that his momentum almost sent him face-first into the ground again.

      There it was. He could see it: a shadow amongst the shadows. A darker form, with a not-quite shape, was watching him. Later, Jed couldn’t tell why he thought this, but he knew it was a kid, and a curious one. Perhaps a little scared, but mostly curious.

      Jed took a gentle step forward, and the not-quite-thing pulled back behind a tree before slipping a bit of itself out again like it was playing peekaboo.

      They played this game for a while, and each step brought Jed closer until he thought he could almost touch it. But of course, he’d forgotten that his arms were killing him. When he stretched out his hand, the sharp bolt of pain forced a scream out of his mouth. The childlike-form took off, running deep into the woods.

      Jed knew it was not wise to chase anything or anyone into the forest. Still, he couldn’t help himself. He tucked his arms tight against his chest and went in.

      Here’s probably a good place as any to tell you who I am. My name’s Mavis, and I was Jed’s best friend—had been since he was two. I had curly red hair that reached my shoulders, and I was the kind of white that never tanned. Some people might guess I had Irish heritage, but as far as I knew, I didn’t have any heritage at all.

      Jed and I spent all our time together when he was little, playing with his stuffed animals and racing cars around the cities we built from his favorite books. I ate dinner right beside him most nights, sitting in the chair across from his mom and minding my manners so I wouldn’t get sent away. Sometimes, when Jed’s parents were tired or upset with him, I’d have to leave.

      At night, when it was time for Jed to go to sleep, I’d curl up underneath his bed and wait for him to wake up. Most nights, he slept soundly and only woke up in the morning. Sometimes, he’d have these nightmares about big black monsters that moved without sound; and on those nights, I’d climb up next to him in bed and let him tell me all about it before he fell back to sleep.

      This is, of course, one of the fundamental duties of an imaginary friend, after all. Comfort. And I was good at comfort.

      However, I wasn’t in the woods that day with Jed. I was on the farm, as I always was those days; Jed didn’t need me as much anymore. Mostly, I just gave him a wave from time to time. He never ignored me, even when it might have embarrassed him to be seen waving to someone no one else could see, but we didn’t talk as much as we used to either. Guess that’s natural for a sixty-three-year-old woman and a twelve-year-old boy. We just didn’t have that much in common then.

      So, I only heard about Jed’s adventure later. Still, I’m the only one you’re going to hear it from, so it’ll have to suit. People take the words of those gospel fellows as—well—gospel, and two of those men wasn’t there either, so I figure my word is good.

      Anyway, Jed was following that maybe-child-form-thingy into the woods, and that taste just kept getting stronger and stronger in the back of his throat. So strong, in fact, that he started to choke on it. Then, for a second, he hesitated and thought about going back, but he couldn’t. He just had to keep going.

      He walked a good way into the Lacy’s woods and past that into the Thorne property. Ahead of him—not leading him exactly, but not trying too hard to shake him either—that shadow moved on. Jed knew these woods well, knew they curved all the way back around Klinger Mountain without meeting a road. Once again, he thought, “Bigfoot. If only this were Bigfoot.”

      See, Jed knew people wouldn’t believe him if he ever told them he saw things. He knew that people liked to entertain the idea of mythical creatures because it’s fun, but they don’t take too well to people who claim to do the actual magic. “Look at what happened to the witches in Salem and the characters in The Magicians,” he was always saying to his parents when they’d get into their well-worn debate about the supernatural. Jed’s parents were more open-minded than most, but even they didn’t really think supernatural stuff was there, just that it could potentially be. Hence, Bigfoot. That was such a common and easily-dismissed myth that it was okay to hunt Bigfoot, just not okay to believe you might find him.

      Jed knew though. He’d been seeing things since he’d been born. The ghost of that mine foreman over at that collapsed entrance. The way Susan Beth in town could say a few words to someone and heal up their flu or their knife cut just like that. The dark halo that followed Reverend Smithe everywhere. Jed literally saw what most people only sensed, and he’d learned long ago to not tell that to anyone—anyone but me, that is.

      That day, Jed was seeing something new to him, but unlike most people, Jed wasn’t scared by new. The things that he saw didn’t frighten him at all. What did scare him—what made it so he couldn’t ever quite sit still—was what these things meant about the people around him. When one of these things was linked to someone, well, it wasn’t good. It wasn’t good at all.

      Maybe that’s why he wasn’t scared in the woods: no people, no problems. So, he kept on walking, that taste growing. The tiny hairs on the back of the neck that usually make people slow down stood up straight as new rebar.

      He wasn’t ready though, not ready at all. Maybe no one can be ready for what was to come. That lady in Outlander certainly wasn’t. But one minute, Jed was in the woods he knew, skirting a big pin oak. And the next, he was in the same woods, but he didn’t know them anymore. They were thicker, noisier with birds and critters. Ahead of him, he could hear singing. A woman singing, but not in any language he knew.

      The shadow he’d been following had slipped farther ahead, and Jed didn’t know what else to do but to keep going. So he walked on, arms folded against himself, stepping carefully so he wouldn’t fall.

      He walked right into a cluster of low buildings. It reminded him of the summer camp his parents had sent him to when he was eight. A cluster of small cabins stood around a big fire circle in the middle. All around, people were moving as they would in any village: running errands, making meals, and talking to one another as they leaned upon doorways.

      Slowly, though, all movement and conversation stopped, and every eye turned to Jed, the only white man amidst a whole community of black people. Black people who looked very unhappy to see him.
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      Jedidiah froze and thought, just for a minute, about stepping back and out of whatever place he’d entered. As hands slipped to knives and men rose from their card game, he decided he should stand stock-still.

      He must have stood there for a while because he felt his arms really begin to ache, the kind of ache that feels like it’ll break you down to tears if you don’t focus only on it. He began to shake, and a cold sweat broke out on his head—from fear but also from pain—and he thought he might pass out when he heard a loud, clear voice.

      “Leave that boy alone. Can’t you see he hurting? Come here, child.”

      Jed looked to his left and saw a large woman with a gray scarf over her hair, waving him over from the doorway of a cabin. He stumbled her way, and she caught him by the waist, avoiding his arms carefully. “Boy, you done broke those arms o’ yours. Sit.” She pointed at a wooden chair in the corner of what Jed could now see was a cabin made out of scraps of lumber. Slivers of light shown through, and Jed could feel the cool of the early spring evening seeping into the room.

      He collapsed into the chair and grunted as the impact jarred his arms. The impulse to lean his head against the wall behind him and let go of all the tears was fierce, but Jed fought back, sure he was there for a reason, and sure he needed to know that reason.

      The woman pulled a stool in front of him and gently laid each of his arms against her own. Jed felt mighty awkward with that much physical contact with a woman he’d just met, but he wasn’t in much of a position to argue. So he let her do her thing.

      She began to sing, and Jed realized it had been her voice he’d heard through the woods. He didn’t know what she was saying, but the tone was soft and sweet, like a lullaby. His arms began to tingle like they’d been frozen and were thawing out in warm water.

      Onye tiri nwa na ebe akwa?

      Egbe tiri nwa na ebe akwa.

      Weta uziza weta ose,

      weta amara ngiringa ofe.

      Ka umu nnunnu racha ya,

      ka okpodudu kpogbuo ya.

      Egbe ndo, egbe ndo.

      The next thing Jed knew, he was in a warm bed with a light blanket over him, and he felt amazing. He started to sit up but stopped quickly, bracing for the flash of pain to pass through his arms. Nothing.

      Gingerly, he stretched his forearms in front of him and flexed his fingers. Then, he bent his elbows, and when that still didn’t hurt, he pressed one hand against the other. Pain-free. Completely.

      He sat up quickly then and looked around the room. The woman was sitting just outside the door, shelling peas, and Jed thought of his grandmother on her porch doing the same thing on cool spring days. The thought made him wistful, but he didn’t have time for nostalgia.

      He got up, put on his shoes, which were tucked neatly next to the mattress, and went to sit by the woman by the door.

      “Thank you,” Jed said. A million questions were flooding his mind, but he knew his first bit of work was gratitude.

      “Welcome, child. Those were some nasty snaps in those arms. You fell hard?”

      “I did. Bicycle acci—” This woman wouldn’t know what a bicycle was because bicycles hadn’t been invented yet. “Yeah, I fell hard.”

      “Those two-wheeled machines can be dangerous. Best watch yourself.”

      Jed leaned back and tucked his chin against his chest. “You know what a bicycle is?”

      “Course I do, child. I been where you live. Lived there myself until this wood brought me back.” She dropped her last handful of peas into the basket at her feet, wiped her hands on her skirt, and looked at him. “Go ahead. Ask me what you want to know.”

      “Time travel. That’s what I did, right?”

      “Sure enough. You walked through a portal in time back there where that big pin oak is.”

      Jed looked over at the tree and squinted. “But I followed someone here.”

      “Yep.” She pointed to a little girl playing with a doll by the fire in the middle of the village. “Lizzie time walks too. Better at it than you are. Most people don’t see her.”

      Jed almost took offense, even though he wasn’t sure to what, when he saw the twist of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “I’m Jed. Jedidiah Wilson.”

      “Sharon Conover. Nice to meet you, Jed.” She took his outstretched hand in her own. “Those arms feeling all right now?”

      Surprised, Jed looked down at his arms and realized, once again, that they didn’t hurt at all. “Yes, ma’am. You did that, didn’t you?”

      She stood up and picked up the pea basket. “One of many things we can do, Jed. One of many things. You’ll see.” She walked over to the fire and dropped the peas into the kettle hanging over it.

      Jed had thought he’d had questions before, but now, he couldn’t even begin to find words to fit any idea of what he wanted to know.

      Just then, Lizzie came over, head dipped low, but eyes upturned. Her two braids hung against the pink plaid of her dress. “You saw me? No one ever saw me before.”

      He pondered a minute. “Well, I couldn’t rightly see you. More of your shadow, or as if you were a shadow. I just knew you were there, and I knew I needed to follow you.”

      She smiled, her head still down. “You’re one of us, then?”

      “Us?” Jed shook his head.

      “One of us.” Lizzie waved her hand around the village. “One of the magic people.”

      She ran off toward a group of kids kicking a ball around. As Jed watched them, he realized they were kicking a very familiar ball—a black-and-white soccer ball like the ones the team used at school. Of all the things Jed had seen that afternoon, that ball was the most jarring. Somehow, it hadn’t bothered him that he had traveled through time or that Lizzie had, too, but that ball. . . The fact that a ball could pass through centuries? That was too much. He thought he might throw up.

      Before he could turn to go behind the building, a large man stepped up to him, laid a hand on his shoulder, and said in a very soft voice, “It’s a lot. Was for all of us. Let’s eat.”

      Jed looked up into the man’s face and saw only kindness, so he followed the man to the fire and took a seat on a log beside it. Someone handed him a bowl that looked very much like one from a set his Aunt Minnie had, and he took a bite of the best vegetable soup he’d ever eaten. That first bite triggered his hunger, and before he knew it, he’d eaten the whole bowl and was hoping there was more.

      Another man, slight and long-legged, took his bowl and filled it again without a word, and Jed smiled a thank you. People circled the fire, each perched on a log and eating silently.

      Well, mostly silently. No one was talking, that was for sure, but Jed could feel a form of communication—like everyone there, including him, was tied together by some invisible thread. He imagined that game he and his real friends had played as kids, with cups tied to a string so they could talk over long distances. The words weren’t clear, but there was a hum.

      The longer he sat, the stronger the hum grew until he could almost feel it moving through his skeleton. No one was talking, but they were saying everything—not together, not some sort of collective, but a community bound together beyond words.

      Jed had never felt more at home in his life.
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      Mavis does a great job of speaking for me. She’s been doing it since I was a tot. Just a little guy.

      When I was scared or didn’t want to do something, Mavis would say, “I know you’re scared, Jed. I’d be scared if I was little like you too. Heck, I’m even a little scared now. But we all have to do scary things from time to time. You can do it.”

      Then, I’d look at my mom and say, “I’m scared, but I can do it,” before I let go of her hand and jumped into the deep end. Mavis would already be there in the water; she was at the end of the lane when I rode my bike without training wheels for the first time, waiting for me. She was always there.

      But this time, I needed to make sure I was heard on my own. I was terrified. Terrified when I saw that shadow. Terrified when I walked into that village. Terrified when Sharon healed my arms. If I could have climbed back into my own bed and started that day over again, I would have. All of that scared the bejeezus out of me.

      So when Mavis said I’d never felt more at home, she was telling the truth, but only the heads-up side of it. The tails side was that I was so scared I wanted to pee my britches.

      See, the part I hadn’t told Mavis—until right this moment—was this: I could see the bad things coming already. I could feel them—like you can feel when someone’s staring at you with malice in their hearts. I knew something was lingering out in the woods back there in the village time. Something that all them other magic people knew about, too, but Mavis. . . Mavis couldn’t see it. And I needed her to be brave. For both of us.
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      Jed woke with a start when someone grabbed his ankle and nearly shook him out of the bed. It took him a minute to remember that he’d stayed the night in the village and a moment longer to remember the name of the man standing over him. “Alonso? What’s going on?”

      Jed had learned everyone’s names the night before, around the fire. It wasn’t a matter of introductions with words like his teachers always had them do on the first day of class: “Tell us your name, where you’re from, and one fact that is unusual about you.” Jed always hated that second question because he always had to say he was from Homeover. There was nothing exciting about that. And he always lied for the last one because, well, he wasn’t about to tell people he could see the way history hung on people and places like shadows. He always lied and said, “I like brussels sprouts,” and relished the wrinkled noses of his classmates.

      But no, the night before wasn’t introductions or even telepathy, at least not the way he thought about it. All words beamed from one person to another. It was more like he imagined the way he’d come to know his parents. There had been a time they hadn’t known him, but he had always known them, known they were crucial, fundamental to who he was. The introductions had felt like that. . . Like he was becoming
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