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WALKABOUT’S END



SONG OF RAIN

Ady gathered the children of the pack to sing the Song of Rain, as he
did every night, to boost their spirits and give them hope. Though little
more than a pup himself, he knew the rains would return—as they did
every year—but to a child still in their first fur, the dry season must
have been infinite, and rain a phenomenon of legend. Ady hoped the
rains would come soon. He couldn’t celebrate his new adulthood until
ten days after the first rainfall, and it seemed as if the rains taunted
him, night after night, keeping him from his long-overdue rite of
passage.

So he sang, and the children sang back, and he watched as they
closed their eyes and started to sway, all in unison, their sleepy voices
echoing Ady’s chant in perfect rhythm. In the song, the air smelled wet
and heavy, and bright flashes of distant lightning heralded the first fat
drops of rain falling into the inert dust. The river, now a trickle, became
a deluge that threatened its banks, and the whole pack danced with the
relief that only that first driving, soaking rain could bring.

Arkon listened to Ady’s singing. The boy would be a master someday.
He had a lot to learn, but he had a fiery imagination and his voice was a
blessing. Even Arkon felt the rain in his fur and the distant thunder on
the wind. The children raised their voices as they imagined themselves
soaked and dancing in the mud, as Ady’s illusion of rain strengthened
its grip. In the dreamlike state of Ady’s song, Arkon—a master of the
singer’s craft himself—could even feel the individual drops in his wet
fur.



When the song was over, a collective groan spread among the
children as they rose to return to their families, as the illusion
dissipated and they returned to the dry, sweltering heat of the endless
season.

“You have a beautiful voice,” said Arkon as Ady rose from his perch
and stretched his neck and back. “You’re doing those children a great
service.”

“It doesn’t feel like it,” said Ady. “The Song of Rain is a pup’s rhythm;
it was the first song I learned. It doesn’t actually bring the floods. Every
night I can feel my skills withering as I ache to sing something more
challenging, and every night I have to see the disappointment on their
faces as the song ends and they feel only the dust and the wind.”

“There have been a dozen such droughts since I was a pup. The rains
always come. A day, maybe two, and the skies will sing their own rain. I
can smell it in the air.”

“Maybe we should go to where the rain is and meet it.” Ady sniffed.
He was a thin, wiry boy, a fast runner but not very strong, and he might
have been a skilled hunter if he hadn’t been obsessed with song all his
life. He already had two songs, ones that he had created, and Arkon had
given him dozens more. With his audience, though, there had been no
time to refine his talent, and he sensed it slipping away.

“More than rain coming over that horizon, boy. The wheels are
turning again. The cycle’s beginning anew. The Song of Empires echoes
across the sea, and it’s finding its way into our voices even now.” He
patted Ady’s shoulder. “Forbidden songs await you.”

That got a grin out of him. The idea of “forbidden songs”, a
contradiction if ever there was one, sounded more like a joke than a
goal. He gazed across the desert, past the trees and the flats, all the way
to the Sleeping Dingo, the vast monolith that stood guard over all Ady’s
people.

Forbidden songs, he thought. When I’m a singer, there won’t be any
such thing.



ONE: BUSHCHILD

Kip always knew just the right amount of water to carry, at just the
right time of day, to reach the old airstrip. The desert was dangerous
during the day, and no one ever went this way anymore——not since
Akela disappeared.

Spinifex grew over the road and rain washed it away, making it
impassable to all but the hardiest vehicles. Snakes slept in the shade
under rocks and shrubs. The desert rippled with heat and shone with
mirages, but Kip didn’t notice. He was too much a part of it. He’d
grown up out here.

He was seventeen, a human with a wild shock of long, shining black
hair and a smooth, copper-black complexion. He wore cutoffs and
trainers, and carried a nearly-empty water bottle. His mum was gone
and his dad was always off on a job site somewhere, so Kip had mostly
raised himself.

The airstrip was a squat cluster of buildings constructed during
World War II, then abandoned to enthusiasts, and then to the
elements. Now all that remained were a couple of tool sheds, a short
control tower with a pair of bunks, and a tiny hangar containing the
crumbling remains of a pair of broken-down Cessnas. The runway was
cracked and pitted. Kip had never known Akela to be an airplane
enthusiast, but it was where he slept when he was around. He slept in
its control cabin to stay out of the heat, and the surrounding
countryside yielded plenty of game.

Kip approached the tower, knowing Akela wasn’t there. He was never



there. He hadn’t been there for at least three years. Kip would refill his
bottle at the station’s rusty pump, sleep away the hottest part of the day
on one of the bunks, read a book, and walk home tonight, or early
tomorrow. He performed this ritual every month, as instructed, keeping
guard over Akela’s little corner of the world until its master returned to
claim it.

Kip was so certain that Akela wasn’t around that when he saw the
screen door hanging open, his first worry was intruders. It wouldn’t
have been the first time that some half-dehydrated hiker had stumbled
in off the desert. Kip had found the dead bodies of sunburnt whites on
the floor of the control tower twice before. Standard procedure was to
crank up the ham radio and summon the authorities from the village,
but they could take a while to arrive. One he’d found alive, well-
outfitted for the desert but hopelessly lost, and Kip earned an easy
hundred guiding him back to town.

He climbed the rickety steps to the tower’s cabin. It was much cooler
under the wide overhang of the cabin’s roof, and all the shutters were
pulled. The inside would be like a cave. He was on the landing when he
heard a crash from inside.

He drew back.
Someone was alive in there—alive, and having a major shit-attack, by

the sound of things. Kip heard glass breaking, and then something
heavy slammed into the wall next to the door. Then Kip heard an
avalanche of small, soft objects sliding. There goes the bookcase, he
thought. He didn’t want to go toe-to-toe with whoever was trashing the
place, but as he waited on the landing, wondering what to do, the
racket inside slowed, then stopped.

For a moment, Kip heard nothing.
He crept up the remaining stairs without a squeak, and opened the

screen door the rest of the way. The inner door hung open, but Kip
could see nothing inside. The desert sun had turned his pupils to
pinpoints.

“Hello?” he asked, uncertainly, wishing he had Akela’s hunting knife
with him, but it was inside somewhere. With the lunatic.

He stepped into the tower. The bookshelf lay on its face, its books
scattered beneath it. The tiny card table was upside-down, and down to



two legs. The wooden wreckage scattered about must have been one of
its World War II-era folding chairs. The place was haunted and eerie,
silent like it shouldn’t have been, and there was a musty, animal smell,
the smell of something huge and furry and alive.

Kip froze.
Strong arms clamped around him, pinning his arms to his sides. One

gripped him across the chest. A heavy, dry paw seized his neck and
squeezed. He could feel claws digging into his throat. He let out a cry,
but he couldn’t move. He tried to drop straight down, but the beast
gripped him too hard. Hot, damp fur pressed against his back. The
creature held its muzzle against the side of his face. Its breath was wet,
rank, and irregular.

“Don’t make a sound,” growled Akela. “Don’t move, and don’t fight,
and don’t scream, or I will kill you.”

“Akela?” whimpered Kip. “Huh…wha— What’re you doing? What’s
wrong? What’d I do?”

Akela hugged him tighter. “Who are you?” he growled. “What are
you? What is this place? What do you want with me?”

“It’s me!” cried Kip. “It’s Kip! It’s me! Don’t hurt me!” In all his years
of being friends with Akela, he’d never realized how easily Akela could
kill him. He had sharp claws on his paws and feet, and his jaws could
break the bones of a buffalo. His arms were like iron bands now,
squeezing the breath from him. “I’m Kip! I’m just Kip! Don’t you
remember me?”

Akela’s dry nose prodded against Kip’s neck, sniffing at his skin. He
licked Kip’s neck and sniffed again. “I don’t know you,” he said. His grip
tightened.

Reflex took over and Kip started to struggle. “I said, don’t fight,”
rumbled Akela, but he was unsteady on his feet, and the pair of them
staggered about until they tripped in the mess and tumbled to the floor.
Akela’s grip loosened, but didn’t break. They wrestled awkwardly
against each other. Akela’s body felt frail and thin, and his claws
scraped against Kip’s flesh without a scratch. His breath snuffled and
rattled in his lungs. Kip was fighting a dying man.

He straddled Akela, rose up over him, and struck him once, hard, in
the jaw. Akela’s head bounced against the floor. It didn’t knock him



out, but it did stun him. He lay in a harmless pile of fur and bones,
clutching his forehead with one paw, unable even to make a fist with
the other.

Akela was filthy.
He looked as if he’d been buried for a year and then dug up. His

usually russet fur was dark and greasy, and his long, black hair hung in
shining strings. His tail lay between his legs like a dead rabbit. He had a
lot of blood on his coat, but Kip couldn’t tell whether it was his or not.

“Akela?” he said softly.
He rested a hand on Akela’s cheek. Akela’s skin was feverish, right

through his fur. One of Akela’s paws scratched at the floor. He took a
deep, shuddering breath and asked, “Who are you?”

“It’s me. Clifford.” Kip knelt next to Akela, releasing him. “You’re sick,
Akela. You have to tell me what’s wrong.”

“I don’t know,” whispered Akela. “I’m so thirsty…”
“Thirsty.” That, Kip could handle. “I’ll be right back.”
He banged out the screen door, grabbing the pail that sat inside. He

ran down the steps to the pump. Many a hiker had discovered, to their
frustration, that the plumbing inside didn’t function, without ever
discovering that the pump outside did. It took a lot of cranking to bring
the water up, but the water was always clean and cold. Kip dropped the
bucket under the spout and started on the crank.

Once he’d brought up water and filled the bucket, he ran back up the
stairs with it. Akela hadn’t moved.

Kip heaved the bucket of water over him. Akela shuddered and lifted
his head. Kip was already out the door by the time Akela had pushed
himself to his paws and knees, and the Bushchild levered himself
upright and spread his arms so that Kip could throw the next bucket
across his chest.

Kip brought in a third bucket, and Akela plunged his head into it to
drink. Kip tilted his head at the sight of Akela, who could drink from a
champagne flute, slurping water from a dirty bucket like a lapdog. He
smelled like a wet stray. He lifted his head out of the bucket and rested
his cheek against the side. “Thank you,” he murmured.

“Come on, lie down.” Kip helped Akela into one of the cots. Akela
landed on his back like a sack of wheat, staring wide-eyed at the ceiling.



Kip started. “Your eyes…”
Akela closed his eyes. He ground the pads of his paws into them and

blinked, as if even the dim light was too bright for him. His right eye
was still blue, but his left eye had turned brown, and dark as a hole.

“Do you have some argument against my eyes?”
“No,” whispered Kip, horrified. “They just… They’re different colors.”

His eyes had always been warm, blue, and friendly. His face may have
been frightening to some people, and adorable to others, but one could
always trust his eyes before. Now Kip was looking at an empty vessel,
one who couldn’t even stand up. He didn’t look snake-bit, just
exhausted. “Should I call a doctor?”

“No. No doctors.”
At least that sounded like the Akela that Kip remembered so well.

He’d stitch his own arm shut or set his own broken leg to avoid scrutiny
by doctors. Kip pulled a chair out of the wreckage and sat down on it.

“Do you remember me?”
Akela looked at him, then looked away and shook his head.
“What do you remember?”
Akela rested his arm across his eyes. “There’s a song,” he whispered.

“Running through my head, from a long time ago. It led me here.”
“A song?”
“A song my father taught me, that his grandfather taught him. A song

of rain. It was comforting, when I woke up.”
“Is this the kind of song where you can, like, see him in your head?

Like when your people share those visions?”
Akela swallowed and nodded. “My head hurts.”
“How can I help?”
“Rest,” said Akela. “I need to rest. I’m so fucking tired. All I’ve ever

done is walk. I need to rest.”
“Do you want me to stay with you?”
A little grin formed at the corners of Akela’s muzzle. “If you like.”
“All right.”

Kip lie awake on the other cot, watching Akela sleep.



The poor beast was still a mess. The tower stank of him. Kip had seen
Akela asleep before, and he’d always seemed ready to spring. Now, he
was as limp and loose as yesterday’s laundry. If it weren’t for the steady
rise and fall of his chest, Kip would wonder if he was dead.

It shocked Kip to realize how little he knew about his best friend.
He’d never met Akela’s family. Even before he’d disappeared, he was
always gone more than half the year, almost the whole dry season. Kip
figured he was visiting his own kind. The locals liked him because he
liked them, and was always hanging around the farmhouse, fixing
things and telling stories and playing with the kids. White folks were a
bit more suspicious, but he could usually win them over.

“I missed you,” whispered Kip.
Akela didn’t wake up. Kip wondered if he ever would.
He glanced at the mass of books scattered across the floor. One

caught his eye, but it took him a moment to realize why—Akela’s name
was on it.

Scrunching his eyebrows together, he reached down and picked it up.
It was a lightweight paperback, mass-market, kind of cheap, with a
picture of a ruined city on the front cover. Kip recognized the city as a
smoldering New York. Facing the city, walking toward it, wearing a
leather jacket with no sleeves, buckskin leggings, and big hunting
boots, was a figure that looked very much like Akela.

“Cataclysm,” read the cover. “By Akela Mechanic.”
“Mechanic,” said Kip, out loud. He’d never known Akela’s last name.

Funny that he never thought to ask. He waved the book at Akela. “Hey.
All those stories you told us, you never said you wrote any of them
down. Why didn’t you tell us?”

Akela didn’t move. He didn’t even stagger his breathing. Kip rested a
hand on the back of Akela’s head and petted him. Akela flicked an ear,
but didn’t wake up.

Kip flipped through the book. The pages separated at a photograph
jammed between them, like a bookmark, and Kip pulled it out and
looked at it. It was a wallet image of a small Ambimorph, a miniature
Akela with soft blond fur and an explosive shock of reddish hair that
reached his shoulders.

He sat down in the chair and turned the picture over. On the back, in



Akela’s unmistakable chicken-scratch, it read, “Allan, age 6”. This must
have been Akela’s kid, the one that lived in Sydney with his mum.
There was history there, but Kip had always felt too awkward to ask
about it. He knew Akela didn’t get on with his ex. Poor kid, thought Kip.
Hasn’t seen his old man for the better part of three years. Kip didn’t even
know how to contact him. Bushchildren were secretive enough, but
Akela raised inscrutability to a science.

Funny, he thought, tilting the photo into the light, how you can be
friends with Akela for years and still not know a damn thing about him.
He filled your head with stories, to the exclusion of anything that might
qualify as personal information. He gave you so many ideas that there
was no room left for questions about him. And yet, he wasn’t secretive.
He deliberately hid nothing. One didn’t think of asking.

Kip opened the book and started to read.

Akela woke up four hours later. Four hours was a long time for him to
be asleep, and he yawned and squeaked and scratched his belly. He
looked over at the other bunk and saw Kip engrossed in some science-
fiction novel or other.

The crazy, disjointed feeling in his mind was gone. The walls no
longer closed in on him. The ceiling didn’t look as if it would fall on
him. The black, idiot sensation of horror was—mostly—gone. He still
had no idea who the kid in the other bed was, though.

“Hey,” he said.
Kip looked up. “Hey, yourself.” He held up the book. “I found this.”
Akela reached out and took it. He turned it over and read the back,

then examined the cover. “What’s this?”
“I was hoping you could tell me.”
Akela shrugged and tossed it back to him. “No idea.” He stood up,

and the room made a quick spin. “Woah. Still not quite ripe yet.”
“Are you all right?”
“No.” Akela buried his face in his paws and ground the pads into his

eyes. “Shit, is that me that smells like that?” He sniffed under his arms
and on the bottoms of his feet, and scrunched up his muzzle. “I need a



bath,” he said, standing up more slowly. He picked up the bucket,
pushed open the screen door, and went outside.

Kip watched from the landing as Akela washed himself off at the
pump. It was an imperfect job without soap, but Akela needed cold
water. He poured bucket after bucket over his head until his fur was
like sealskin, then shook his whole body down.

He looked around with a critical eye. “What is this place?”
“It’s the airstrip. Your home.”
Akela looked at the shrubbery sprouting out of the runway. “Been a

long time since any planes have used that.”
“What’s the first thing you remember?”
Akela’s mood shifted. He was bleak again, but not weak or deranged

as before. “The desert,” he said. “I remember heat… I remember the
sand and the sound of the wind. I was burning up. It was like that for…
so long. Years and years, I’m sure. It was the only life I knew.” He sat on
the bottom step. “I whispered the rain. I felt it on my skin. I felt the
shape of it, hitting this place, these buildings. Then…it was like
following a beacon. It said to come here. I was being led out of hell.”

Kip sat down next to him. He cupped Akela’s muzzle in his hands and
tilted his head to one side. “No concussion.” He probed Akela’s head.
“No bruises?”

Akela shook his head.
“You’ve got a scar here, but it’s old, and tiny,” said Kip. “Could have

happened a month ago or three years or when you were a pup.” He ran
his hands down Akela’s chest. “Where did all that blood come from?
Well, you probably hunted or something after you woke up. Christ,
you’re skinny as a picket fence. You feel like a sack of sticks.”

“I don’t feel hungry…”
“Maybe not, but you’re half-starved all the same. I’m going to head

into town, pick you up some provisions. You may have already hunted
once, but I don’t think you’re strong enough to feed yourself regular.”

Akela nodded. “That’d be for the best. I just want to rest. I couldn’t
catch a mouse in this condition.” He rested his paws on Kip’s shoulders,
then leaned forwards and kissed Kip on the forehead. “Thanks.”

“That’s what family does, Mechanic.” Kip got up. “Keep the radio on
and call the store in town if there’s trouble. The shortwave frequency is



preset.”
“There’s going to be rain,” said Akela, looking up at the sky. “I can

smell it. You going to be all right?”
“Done it a thousand times.” Kip ruffled Akela’s pelt.
Akela didn’t answer, and Kip set out across the desert, back toward

town.
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