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            PRELUDE

          

          SONGS FROM THE WOOD

        

      

    

    
      Jackson County, Georgia

      Early September—midnight

      His skin, he discovers, is aging—as well it might. He has sheltered in it longer than he has ever dared in one he was not born to; has dwelt with those lies that convenience calls memories a greater space of days than in all the years before. Five times his rack has sprouted since it first sprang forth, full grown and out of season. Now he has become a legend: a shape scarce-glimpsed at the changing of the sun, a numinous pale goal glimmering in hunters’ dreams. Twice he has been shot and emerged unscathed, though he carries seven scars ’neath the white fur of his belly, each the mark of an antler prong five years gone by. Since then he has hid in this hide alone: for contrition, for mortification of the flesh. As a sigil of how once he failed, even in the shimmer of success.

      One work he wrought then, of the stuff of the Earth, though he broke the Rules at its making. And two other…things likewise felt his hand. Both were Changed; both must be tempered further—and for that he has finished waiting. This time, however, he will be more circumspect. This time he will come like a thief in the night: so subtly he may even beguile himself.

      But that is then; this is now.

      Now his antlers itch most terribly, there in their gloves of brown velvet where they drink his own heart’s blood (or is that hart’s blood? something wonders) and grow strong and hard and lethal.

      And now that he has noticed, he is aware of nothing else. He finds an oak and rubs a prong against its ancient roughness—and the itching eases. Harder, and flesh rips with a pulse of pain. Wetness warms the dome of his skull and burns into his eyes, and still he scrapes, as velvet shreds and spikes break free into the forest light.

      Yet something is wrong! Never has the itching crept so far onto his forehead. And so he scratches there; and the velvet tears to tatters that fly in bloody motley ’round his ears. His head feels better now, though strangely cold and…empty.

      But now it is his neck that plagues him, worse than the bites of a thousand hungry flies. He drags its furry arch along more bark, and yet the torment lingers: down his back and hips and ribs. There, too, he grinds it gone, but it merely flees ahead—to his legs. Them likewise he accommodates—to find his lips assailed. And his cheekbones. And his chin. Harder—and blood veils his vision, and still he grates his flesh against rough wood. His chest now, his hooves (strangely soft), his belly, and his pizzle. Blood patterns the leaves for acres; skin festoons twigs for a score of miles, for he has run while he assays this rubbing. He is cold too, colder than he has been in seasons. And his back hurts, thus stooped over. He shakes his head and his vision clears.

      He has hands.

      When he rises, something atop his skull snags a branch. He jerks reflexively. A pain, a ripping, a crack, and a weight abates. Two objects fall to rattle in the oak leaves: twelve-pointed antlers, still clad in blood and ragged velvet, where he, a man, wears nothing now but sunlight.

      No longer the Beast, then—but who in the world is the Man? he wonders while he walks. I once had a name, he recalls, one I can no longer remember. Perhaps the Wind will hum one to please me. Perhaps it will even hum me a life.

      He listens, and it sings with suggestions. He heeds a person’s worth and makes them his own.

      Color catches his eye: a flash of white, a glimpse of saffron yellow. He looks down and sees a daisy. It wakes a memory. A brazen bullet case brings forth another. Memories of Making.
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      Cardalba Hall, Welch County, Georgia

      
Friday, January 17—11:50 P.M.
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            SEASON OF THE WITCH

          

        

      

    

    
      “Is she…?”

      The nervous edge on Lewis Welch’s query made his voice too loud and jerked Ron Dillon back to confused awareness from where he’d been dozing with his mouth open, his shirt unbuttoned, and his head lolled sideways against the overstuffed cushions of the burgundy velvet love seat in the narrow parlor outside his great-grandmother’s bedroom.

      “Wha—?” he sputtered, blinking the dimly lit chamber back into focus exactly in time to see two sets of indigo eyes shift his way and glare: the older from beyond a quarter-open door, the younger from a red leather lounger. Ron blushed obligingly, for in spite of having consumed enough Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee in the last twelve hours to set a small country fidgeting, he had violated the unvoiced terms of this vigil and nodded off—again.

      Waiting did that to him, dammit! It was not an art he either enjoyed, cultivated, or practiced with conviction. And it was a thousand times worse when the delay in question was born of something he absolutely could not control—like the rate at which a certain old lady was dying.

      Not that he wasn’t concerned; he wasn’t so cold-blooded as to actually wish a kinswoman dead. But the obvious outcome seemed more important to observe than the inexorable journey thereto. Napping was simply a way to expedite the trek toward the inevitable.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, stretching enough to make his shoulders pop. He burrowed his slim bare feet into the thick red carpet, yawned hugely, and tried to look contrite.

      From his place plugging the bedroom door, his elder uncle (for so Ron preferred to think of Dion Welch in lieu of their true relationship, which was even closer) merely shrugged noncommittally, which Ron took as a sign of forgiveness; nudged the nearest stereo control down a notch, thereby reducing the Enya CD Miss Martha Welch had ordered to accompany her demise to a whisper; and turned his raptor gaze to Ron’s fraternal twin brother. His dark hair flapped about his cheeks like wings, adding to his predatory air. In his black silk shirt and black jeans, Ron half expected to hear Dion vent a raven’s cry. Or, given what he did for a living, caw.

      Lew—who, to judge by his wrinkled clothes, greasy hair, and dark-circled eyes, was at least as far down the road to burnout as Ron—merely lifted a dark brow into blond curls that had passed Renaissance some time back and were now breathing hard on heavy metal. His fingers beat a silent, impatient tattoo on the oxblood leather of his chair. “Is she?” he repeated.

      Dion spared an anxious glance over his shoulder. “Not yet,” he whispered. “Soon, though.” Without further comment, he eased fully into the room and let the heavy oak door click shut behind him. A pair of decisive strides took him to the small ebony table at Lew’s right, where a crystal sherry decanter shared space with a black porcelain thermos of coffee. He chose stimulant over depressant and poured himself a cup, then squatted gracefully, twisted around in place, and reached for the empty mug Ron had stashed beneath the love seat. A black-furred paw flashed out when he touched the handle. He jerked his hand away reflexively, the smooth, tanned skin now marred by streaks of red.

      “Matty, be good,” Ron snapped, reaching down to snare cat and cup with left and right hand respectively, before extending the latter for a refill. The old black tom named Matty Groves promptly twisted from Ron’s grip and leapt to the floor, where he proceeded to bully a bony, long-limbed white hound from its cozy corner with a single purposeful yowl. The dog rose awkwardly and found another nook, where it resumed the exact pose it had just abdicated: head extended along the floor, paws draped across its crimson ears. Waiting too, Ron decided. Waiting, waiting, waiting. Goddamned waiting.

      Lew giggled in self-conscious punchiness, then poured himself a sherry and bolted it at one gulp. “Any idea how long?” he asked seriously, not for the first time.

      Dion replaced the thermos and slumped down beside the darker of his sister’s unmatched sons. He shook his head again. “She can’t make the night.”

      Lew nodded toward the door. “What about Uncle Gil?” Another shrug. “He’s running on air and imagination.”

      “And Luck, of course,” Ron grumbled into his cup. “Let’s not forget that.”

      Dion mussed Ron’s spiky dark hair. “I wasn’t forgetting, lad—much as we’d all like to.”

      Ron reciprocated the assault, resorting to petty play to ease tension. It was easy to forget that the elegantly handsome man sprawled lazily beside him—his late mother’s brother for certain, but almost certainly his progenitor (but not Lew’s) as well, which fact they both conveniently ignored—was nearly thirty years his senior: mid-fifties, though he could have passed for twenty-five, and little of that clothes or hair, which tended more toward redneck or rock star than either the academician or jurist Dion had been before his jailbird phase. In fact he was a bum. A footloose street-person sorcerer with no home (by choice) save the alleys and abandoned buildings of Jacksonville, Florida. Whether it was penance or posture that had led him to forsake the trappings of the family wealth, Ron had never had the nerve to inquire, but the silk he now affected was a short-term concession to his grandmother, nothing more.

      Silence, for a while, and then Ron chuckled grimly. “You know, there’s a real irony here, guys: the last great sorceress in Georgia’s dying in there, and the four most powerful…whatever we ares…in the Southeast sit around like buzzards waiting for the corpse to cool.”

      “But not wishing,” Lew noted forcefully.

      Ron looked up from where he’d been tying his shirttail into knots. “Yeah, but it’s hard to separate the person from the role. Trouble was, she was less and less the person as she got older, and more and more just…

      “—The matriarchal Listener in this part of the world?” Dion supplied.

      “I can’t believe how much she’s changed in the last few months,” Lew murmured, rising and starting to pace. The cuff ties of his winter cammos threatened to foul what furnishings his flopping sneaker laces didn’t He seemed not to care, was as slovenly as Ron had ever seen him, though his compact wrestler’s body was tense as a board.

      “That’s how it happens, though,” Dion sighed, leaning back. “How it’s supposed to happen, anyway. You guys haven’t ever seen the Change progress normally, have you?” Ron shook his head. “Not bloody likely!”

      Lew padded over to join them, sat on the floor at their feet nursing a second sherry. “But it’s scary, man: seeing someone alter that much that fast. I mean, I know she was old. But to have all your years fall on you at once…” He shuddered. “Jeez!”

      “That’s what happens when the Luck slips away, though,” Dion said tersely. “It keeps you up better than nature does, but there at the end it lets you down in spades.”

      “Maybe it was best the way it happened with Uncle Matt,” Lew mused.

      “You mean being clubbed to death by your asshole grandson?” Ron snapped. “I don’t think so!”

      Lew ignored him.

      “But bad as that was for you guys to have witnessed,” Dion inserted smoothly, “the worst thing is that Matt didn’t get to pass on what he was supposed to.”

      “Tell me about it!” Lew grumbled. “I had to learn everything from scratch—and half of it I never did learn. God knows how many secrets that old geezer took to the grave.” Ron snorted contemptuously. “Well, I think you did fine at being Master, ’specially when you didn’t even know you were a Listener until you were seventeen.”

      An indifferent grimace. “Yeah, well, you can learn a lot in ten years, even when you don’t want to.”

      Dion checked his watch.

      Ron glanced automatically toward the antique burled maple fascia of Martha Welch’s very modern radio. It picked up every station in the world, courtesy of a couple of Ron’s tweaks—metallurgical, not electronic. “Can’t wait for midnight to roll around, can you? Time to start collecting more mojo.”

      Dion grinned wickedly. “We shouldn’t have to, not if this morning’s batch makes good.”

      Ron frowned, having difficulty remembering that far back. Eventually he recalled that the Near Future tune in the musical tarot this very uncle had devised and his assorted kinsmen had now adopted when they had need of auguries had been Eric Clapton’s “After Midnight.”

      “I did love her, though,” he volunteered. “She was always nice to me. And when she wasn’t, at least she was honest. You always knew where you stood with her.”

      “Generally on her shit list,” Lew giggled edgily. “I don’t suppose she said anything about our apocryphal sister, did she?” he added, to his uncle.

      “You mean the one whose unsuspecting offspring you’re hoping to foist all this nonsense on?” Dion drawled. “ ’Fraid not. I doubt—”

      The soft click of a well-oiled lock interrupted him. Ron looked up—they all did—to see the bedroom door ease open. A man stood there: smooth skinned and dark haired like Dion and Ron, between them in apparent age, and with a bit of Ron’s Kevin Baconish tilt of nose and angle of chin. Though by no stretch of the imagination fat, Dion’s brother, Gilbert, was softer muscled than his very fit kinsmen, and wore a permanently dissolute expression that had probably done him no good during the rape trial thirteen years before. His loose-knit green sweater bagged on him. His face, still pale with prison pallor though he was now on parole, looked tired.

      “Ronny, Lew…she’s asking for you.”

      The brothers exchanged wary glances and rose as one. Dion made to follow, but Gil shook his head. Dion shrugged and sat back down. Ron heard Gilbert rattling crockery behind him as he stuffed his shirttail into his jeans and followed his brother.

      Lit only by thick white candles in dragon-headed sconces Ron had forged for her two Christmases back, Martha Welch’s bedroom was even dimmer than the parlor. Too dim for light-loving Lew’s taste, Ron knew, and definitely too old-fashioned—but he thought that was kinda nice. Lew had modernized the rest of Cardalba Hall and stuffed it to the gills with tech, but Martha’s second-floor suite had been sacrosanct, an island of antiquity crammed with the unlikely artifacts nearly a century of globe-trotting had accumulated.

      And in that vast clutter, the thin, steel-haired, iron-eyed bundle that was the Lady herself was almost lost: a stick of driftwood storm tossed into the froth of snowy bedding.

      Ron held his breath as the now-familiar odor reached out to enfold him. It was not the sulfur-sweet sickroom smell of medication and excretion, though; rather, it was the warm, dry scent of old wood long gnawed by termites and opened suddenly to fresh air. There were other odors, too: obscure herbs smoking in braziers in the four comers and some kind of eucalyptus balm that was doing its best to heal bedsores the Luck had finally ceased attending.

      “Took you long enough!” The voice that cut through the gloom was strong enough to make Ron stumble on his approach—which made his bad knee twinge and caused him to wish for the ornate silver crutch that often accompanied him when it got cold or damp—or when, as now, he overstressed that troublesome joint. For an instant he expected to see Miss Martha rise from the bed and stalk toward him, her wit and tongue sharper than any weapon she ever could have wielded.

      But the tiny gnarled shape did not move, though a dry chuckle noted his misstep, seeming to hang in the thick air like dust before sifting down to the dense Persian rug. “I won’t bite,” came that voice again. “And death isn’t contagious.”

      Lew found his social equilibrium first and continued on, to claim the single chair beside the headboard, leaving red-faced Ron to choose between bed, floor, his feet, and distance.

      “How are…?” Lew began.

      “About not to be,” Martha gave him back tartly. “I figure about five minutes.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Yeah,” Ron echoed, inanely.

      “No, you’re not,” the old lady corrected, her gray-blue eyes fixed on Lew. “And I don’t blame you, either. You’ve done the best you could with a bad situation.”

      “Thanks,” Lew barely managed. “I—”

      “Two things,” Martha interrupted. “One I need to tell you; one you need to tell me.”

      “Promise! Promise me, Lewis!”

      “What?”

      “That you’ll keep on. That you’ll continue being Master—if not for yourself, for the folks up here.”

      “I’ve said I would,” Lew told her softly.

      “You’ve said you would as long as you could,” Martha replied flatly, “which is not the same thing at all. I’ve listened to you carefully, and you’ve never promised. God knows I’ve been around enough Listeners to know an evasion when I hear one.”

      Lew’s face was very white. “I…promise.”

      The old woman’s eyes narrowed. “Promise what?”

      “I promise…that I’ll continue to be Master.”

      “Of what?”

      “Of…Cardalba.”

      “For how long?”

      “As long as—”

      His great-grandmother’s face froze abruptly, as if some unseen force had hijacked whatever moved her muscles and flicked the switch to OFF. She tried to swallow and failed; her breath caught, then turned husky. The air thrummed with Luck—maybe Martha using the last of her fading Strength to summon her grandnephews; maybe Lew doing the same.

      “The other thing…” Lew prompted.

      “Your sister,” Martha gasped. “Your sister!”

      “What about her?” Lew demanded, leaning forward. His eyes sparkled so greedily Ron had to look away. “You’ve never said squat about her. What—”

      “Let me finish, boy! You need to know where she is, just in case.”

      Lew’s troubled gaze met Ron’s, both full of relief. God knew they’d both been holding out for this tidbit for years.

      “She’s—”

      A coughing fit wracked the old lady. She shuddered, tensed, drew tighter into herself. Ron closed his eyes, took the three deep breaths that triggered the trance that was gateway to the Realm of the Winds, where thoughts and emotions sang like birds, murmured like breezes, or screamed like tornadoes clogged with the damned, and dared a mental probe toward her mind. And found the shields around her thoughts that had always been so indomitable still as strong as ever. He could sense Lew’s presence too, assaying the same; and, from farther afield, Dion. But all that seeped through was fear: fear of dying, dread of entering the unknown with a conscience not wholly clear.

      A brightening of light, a shift of air, meant the door behind them had opened. Footsteps thudded quickly forward. The smoke swirled and eddied and made knotwork in the air. In the hall outside, a clock chimed.

      The cough that followed came from their great-grandmother.

      It was a very long cough, too, and segued into a full-blown fit. And the longer it lasted, the more liquid it became. Until, very suddenly, it ended.

      Ron did not need to feel her pulse to know that Martha Welch was dead. For there, half in the Realm of the Winds as he still was, one Voice cried out in joyous exultation, and was gone.

      Lew stood first, easing aside to let his younger uncle close

      the old lady’s eyes and cross her hands on her breast.

      “Shit!” Lew mouthed silently, where only Ron could see. Ron nodded.

      “What’d she say?” Dion asked sharply. “There at the last?”

      Gil shook his head, looking as if he was trying hard not to cry, though Ron suspected it was as much from relief and frustration as actual regret.

      “Nothing,” Ron gritted, slamming his fist against the bone white coverlet as he rose. “Goddamned nothing! She was on the verge of revealing where our sister is, and then—”

      “I…got something,” Lew gasped shakily. “Only an image. Nothing really concrete, but maybe a starting point.”

      “You’re a better man than I am, then,” Ron grumbled. “Best I could tell she kept her blessed shields up right to the bitter end.”

      Dion was already steering them toward the door. “Be that as it may be, boys. If we’re gonna go through with what we were talking about, we’d best be at it. Or would you rather wait ’til the coroner leaves?”

      Lew’s face was white—a mixture of shock, relief, and dread. “I’d rather do it now, in case there’re…complications.”

      Gil’s expression was troubled as he rose to join them. “Too bad about the sister thing. I know you guys were counting on that.”

      “Except that even if we found her, it would mean an abdication of responsibility in favor of someone else,” Ron muttered from the door. “We’d just be sticking some other poor sod with our dirty laundry—which would still be a no-win scenario, ’cause there’s no way we’d not feel guilty.”

      Lew shot him a sour glare. “Well, like it or not, it is our responsibility, or has been—to the people of this county, anyway.”

      “Who’ll now have to get along without anyone more imminent than God to look after them,” Dion finished for him.

      “Which basically just puts them on a par with the rest of the population—and they have had a two-century head start,” Gil added, shooing them out and shooting the bolt behind.

      “Every bit of which we’ve discussed before,” Lew sighed. “Come on, folks; let’s get to it. I’ll buzz Gwen and get her to tend to things here. She’s been expecting it.”

      “How’re you gonna get along without her?” Ron wondered aloud, glancing at his twin.

      “Same way you’ve got along without footholders for years,” Lew replied promptly, reaching past Ron’s nose to touch a switch and punch a code into the keypad beneath a silver-gilt grille. “Yo, Gwen,” he called. “It’s, uh…happened. Unfortunately, me and the boys have gotta see to some stuff, like, right now. So I’d appreciate it if you could come on up and sit with the body, and, uh, kinda explain things in case the coroner gets here early. It’s…probably gonna be the last favor I’ll ever ask of you.”

      “What about the coroner?” Ron wondered.

      “I’ll take care of that,” Gil volunteered. “You guys go ahead; I’ll make the call and meet you in Lew’s room. I’ll try to arrange a delay or two,” he added, with a conspiratorial wink.

      Footsteps sounded softly outside, and the door to the upstairs hall opened before any of them touched the knob, revealing the grim round face of a girl of perhaps fifteen, the irony of whose name (Gwen was Welsh for white) seemed indelibly stamped on her very African features. She was dressed, with pleasingly appropriate sobriety, in black: black jeans, black sweater, black sneaks.

      The girl slipped calmly into the parlor, gave each of the newly bereaved a solemn hug, and proceeded to the bedroom door. “I’ll be fine,” she informed them quietly. “You guys do what you have to.”

      And tomorrow you will be free, Ron thought, and led the way outside.

      Behind them, the radio clicked on automatically and whispered the first omen of the day into the adjoining tape recorder, which had followed its example. Ron shuddered when he heard it: another tune Clapton had made famous.

      “Crossroads.”

      A song about a man who bargained with the devil.
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            BREAKING UP IS HARD TO DO

          

        

      

    

    
      Two minutes later Ron, Lew, and their maternal uncles were sharing space in the yard-square closet to the right of the low-tech fireplace in Lew’s very high-tech upstairs bedroom. Or more properly, were rubbing shoulders, chests, hips, and assorted other cramped and misplaced body parts in what was normally a man-high dead space beneath the closet, which the careful levering of an oversized onion in the Craftsman-style cornucopia carved into the mantel had caused to appear, displacing the closet upwards as it rose. Once everyone was ensconced, Dion punched the hidden stud that awoke the century-old complex of slides and cables, cogs and counterweights that collectively made the closet descend first into the bones of Cardalba Hall, then into the bowels of the earth itself.

      Ron held his breath as the musty darkness enfolded them. Only when the wooden floor thumped to a halt less than a minute later did he exhale again. Dion, who was best situated for such an undertaking, pressed the stud that slid the door open. Ron immediately caught a whiff of cool, moist air, heavy with the scent of damp, raw earth. Lew poked him in the back, and an instant later light flared as Dion flicked his Bic, then set the flame to the simple rag torch stuffed in a rusty, wrought-iron sconce at the left of the door. And then Ron was following his uncle to the right: down a narrow, stone-lined corridor that led, through a series of round arches, back to the center of the house, where the terminus was marked by a massive door of rough-sawn oak, which bore, in a neat row across its ironbound surface, four large copper-and-vanadium locks Ron had made himself. There was considerable fumbling in pockets for keys before they all ground open, one key per Welch per lock. As the last corroded tumbler grumbled home (Ron had underestimated the humidity), Lew eased in front of the rest of them, and so was in the lead when they crossed that final threshold.

      Once again, Ron held his breath. He had been in the place beyond but twice, once six years ago, come August, when Lew and he had met there alone in order to transfer the Binding Ritual that bound the Masters of Cardalba to the earth of Welch County from Lew, who, at twenty-two, had been Master for over five years already, to himself, who never had—and had not desired it even then.

      The second occasion had come a bit over three years later, when Lew had proved as good as his word and resumed the Mastership upon completing a pair of degrees in ornamental horticulture at the University of Georgia. At that time Ron had followed his uncles’ examples and formally renounced the Luck, thereby negating any claim to more than minimal use. Since then, the Luck in Welch County had never run more smoothly, more subtly, or with less hint of corruption. As for Ron himself—he’d been having a fine old time smithing, casting, and building exotic sports cars at his girlfriend’s not-so-quasi castle up on Keycutter Knob. And their near-matching, politically incorrect uncles—well, they’d been serving out their sentences in an un-matched set of Florida “incarceration centers,” Dion for embezzlement of a sort; Gilbert, alas, for rape.

      Ron hoped this would be the last time he ever saw that room. If plans progressed smoothly tonight, he would get his wish. Holding his breath one final time, he stepped through.

      Space bloomed around him as he blinked into the torchlit gloom. A level below the “official” basement, Cardalba Hall’s Chamber of Binding was circular and easily twenty yards across, walled and domed with off-white limestone, but with the webwork of ribbed vaulting that supported both composed of hard, gray granite. The walls themselves were featureless and raw; the only illumination from the niche-mounted candles Dion was still igniting; all unusual, but not wildly so. Except, of course, that it was directly beneath a post-Victorian mansion in the wilds of extreme north Georgia.

      The floor was an even greater oddity. A stone ledge completely encircled it, four feet wide, with four flights of shallow steps (each marking a cardinal direction) leading down to a surface of the same red clay that enclosed the rest of the foundations. That clay was spotted with mold, too: a suspiciously star-shaped pattern of unsavory fibrous white sprawled precisely in the center. A circular brick-rimmed hole near one edge led to who-knew-what lower depths. Whether tunnel, well, or remnant of Underground Railroad, Ron had never cared to discover.

      Nor did he bother to suppress the inevitable shiver when he thought of what they were about. He was among kin, dammit! None here would condemn him for yielding to his doubt.

      Lew had seen him, too, and laid an arm across his shoulders to give him a comforting squeeze. “What’re you scared about, bro? It’s me that’s about to take the plunge.”

      “Except that it affects us all,” Dion inserted, from where he was struggling with the last and most recalcitrant candle. “Don’t forget, nobody’s ever tried what we’re going to—not in living memory.”

      “Let’s just hope that’s not the operative word here,” Gil chuckled nervously.

      Ron frowned in confusion. “But didn’t you guys…?” Dion shook his head. “Oh, me and old randy-pants here renounced the Mastership, all right—just like you did. Very soon after you were born, as it happens. But that was before the fact; we hadn’t actually assumed it at the time. That may make a difference.”

      “It did with you,” Gil added, peering intently at Ron. “The Land itself rejected us; it apparently thinks you’ve got a right to hang around.”

      “Probably because he served it, at least minimally,” Dion concluded. He exhaled loudly and glanced at his nephew expectantly. “Any reason not to get the show on the road?” Lew shook his curly head—and for an instant, actually looked his age, which was twenty-nine. “Not if you’re ready.”

      Dion nodded in turn. “Okay, then, just follow my example, guys; and do exactly what I say. I’ll take the north; Gil, you be south; Ronny, you’re east for now.”

      “And I’m west,” Lew finished, already padding that way around the rim.

      A minute passed while the men found their assigned places, which were marked by uncials rough hewn into the stone pavement. Ron winked covertly at his twin from the top of one flight of steps, while Lew, deadly serious, claimed the head of its opposite. Dion cleared his throat, and Ron was not surprised to see him begin unbuttoning his shirt. Ron applied himself to his own buttons, zippers, and laces, continuing to take clues from his kinsmen until he was as bare as the day he was born—watch and earring included. He even removed the buckskin medicine bag his long-term lady, Brandy Wallace, had given him, dropping it atop his jeans and khaki work shirt. When he straightened from slipping off his skivvies, he shivered, wondering where any breeze could possibly come from to chill him this far underground, January notwithstanding.

      Across from him, Lew coughed. His eyes shifted nervously. His body was taut with anticipation.

      Ron set his shoulders and watched his gracefully lanky uncle for some new cue, noting absently that fifty-plus or no, the man was in damned fine shape: hard, sleek, and as smooth skinned as Ron himself. Taller, too, if not so heavy of shoulder and arm; and like all male Listeners, uncircumcised, scant of body hair, and free of bruise or scar or blemish. One of the good filings about even residual Luck, he supposed. Or at least not a disadvantage. If only he hadn’t trashed his knee exactly when the damned stuff manifested…

      Dion cleared his throat again, frowned them to attention, then fixed his gaze on Lew and pointed toward the splatter of fungus at the heart of the depression in the floor.

      Lew took a single pace forward and was on the stairs, then the naked red earth. He stopped there, dead center, and lay down on the mold, spread-eagled, head to south: a star within a star, the very prototype for da Vinci’s “Measure of Man.”

      Ron couldn’t help but recall how different this was from before. They’d both been down there, then. They’d used the prescribed obsidian knives, and had carved deep, bleeding gashes into each other’s arms and legs, buttocks and backs, before lying down so the Land could drink its fill. There’d been more, of course, having to do with the actual transference, most of it involving a more intimate bodily fluid; but

      Ron didn’t like to even think about that. And this time…

      “You, Lewis Owen Welch, have given your blood to the Land,” Dion intoned, the mellow voice that was equally good at singing and courtroom oratory booming formally around the chamber. Ron listened attentively. Even the candles ceased flickering, as if they too strained to hear this onetime silver-tongued liar. “You gave your blood—your substance—to the Land,” Dion repeated. “And the Land tasted of you, found you entire and acceptable, and lent you its ancient Strength in return. But now you would relinquish that Strength, now you would sever that sacred bond—and so the Land must forfeit what it has taken.”

      Ron shivered again. He hoped Lew was up for whatever followed. Lord knew he doubted he could have gone through with it. On the other hand, Lew was getting his fondest wish—freedom forever from the Mastership. Ron already had as much freedom as he could easily orchestrate.

      Besides, it was too late to turn back.

      “Sit,” Dion commanded—whereupon Lew sat up and folded himself into an expectant squat, his legs crossed elegantly beneath him like a particularly beautiful Buddha.

      “The Land has tasted of you,” Dion continued. “You must, therefore, taste of the Land. Since there is but one thing to consume within your reach, eat all you can. And with each swallow, regain what you have forsaken.”

      Lew looked confused—probably fatigue plus stress acting on him. No fun at all, Ron conceded, given the way he felt himself. But then his twin’s fingers moved from where they’d been folded in his lap and brushed the moldy surface to his right. Some of the gunk came free—Ron could see it like a flouring across his brother’s firelit flesh. And then Lew raised it to his nostrils and sniffed. He made a face, closed his eyes—and licked his fingers. Ron saw him shudder, saw his throat constrict as if he were on the verge of vomiting.

      Instead, he repeated the gesture, taking a larger sample this time, leaving a raw red wound on the floor where the mold had torn loose.

      And again—as Lew slowly cleared an arc around him.

      At some point Dion began to sing in an unknown language.

      Ron joined in automatically, harmonizing on the monosyllabic bass line, while Gil improvised across the high parts. The room filled up with sound, even as the moldy star in the center of the floor was by slow degrees eroded.

      Lew had consumed half of it already—everything in reach before him and to his right. And he looked awful, had to fight to gag down each mouthful, had to pause and gasp between each halting swallow. Ron sympathized. The Road Man had forced him to sample nearly as unsavory a repast ten years before as part of the trial that had resulted in his apprenticeship to that strange wandering tinker. He’d gone solo then, forced to rely on his own resources. But Lew was not being tested now; there was no reason he should endure such torment alone.

      Ron promptly closed his eyes, took the requisite three deep breaths, and willed himself into the Realm of the Winds. His elder kinsmen welcomed him there: bright solos against the oddly damped and muted murmurs that were the thoughts and dreams, wishes, fears, and desires of their fellow Welch Countians. He could hear Dion’s song here too, but clearer, brighter, and this time with words that were comprehensible, though more on an emotional level than any linguistic or logical one—no way he could have written them down and had them make sense. He could also hear Lew: humming between mouthfuls, but with fear a cold beggar poised on the threshold of his mind. Ron sent himself there; joined with his twin in a bond that was deeper, far, than sex; assured him that he did not have to face his fear alone.

      And so was with Lew as he ripped up the last fragment of mold within reach and—finally—gagged it down. This time, however, Ron felt his brother spasm, felt his gorge start to rise, even as his will fought it down and an awful sour taste poured into his mouth. He—they—relented, let it come. And vomited—endlessly. Cramp after cramp wracked his belly, agony burned his throat, and still he heaved, not caring that he fouled his legs and belly and manhood. On and on, and there was nothing else to spit from his stomach, no more to drip from his crossed legs to the earthen floor—and yet the ordeal continued. Lew could no longer taste air, was already fleeing consciousness, when the part of Ron that was not sharing angst with his twin sensed a shift in the song. He took it up. So did Gil. Lew froze in place, then coughed, sputtered—and fell back where he was, as a too-final darkness swept near.

      Ron stayed with him, enduring the cold and the panic and the waiting. But now it came to him that as Lew emptied his gut, something less tangible had drained from him as well. Not the Luck, precisely; that came with the blood no matter when or where. But a…focusing…of it, perhaps? Ron could only think of it as being like his bad leg sometimes was: present and complete in all its sensations and abilities—and parts save one—yet too weak to support him unaided.

      What remained—at least in Lew—was relief.

      “Stand up, Lewis Owen Welch!” Dion cried joyfully, segueing seamlessly from song to speech. “Stand up—and be free!”

      Ron opened his eyes—exactly in time to see Lew rise shakily to his feet. He blinked, then squared his shoulders and marched toward the steps. The eastern steps: west to east—sunset to sunrise. Death, Ron supposed, to life. He shifted south to accommodate, as Gil likewise moved a quarter-arc to occupy the vacant western post.

      And Lew stood in the east. Lewis Owen Welch: sweaty, and firelit, and golden; dead, now, to the Land, and yet in a much more personal way, newly alive.

      For more than a minute they remained there, freeing their Voices from the Realm of the Winds, gathering their Luck back into their Selves. And then Dion edged around to the well, drew up a bucket of water, and emptied it across his nephew’s filthy body. Gil followed suit, so did Ron. Dion produced a pair of thick white towels.

      Lew wiped himself down with one, then knotted the other around his narrow waist. “Thank you all,” he whispered, between bouts of residual coughing and chills. “And thanks be to the Land of Welch County for what it has given me. Though I leave it now, I pray I have served it as well as I was able.”

      No one spoke again until they once more stood in Lew’s bedroom.
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      “That’ll be fine,” Gilbert Welch said to the short, balding man in the dark blue suit—the one whose like-colored Grand Marquis bore on its driver’s side door a large but elegant decal that proclaimed it property of the Welch County Coroner’s Office.

      Ron, who was leaning against the plain wooden rail of the lower of Cardalba Hall’s double-decker front porches while he peered between gaps in the neatly trimmed hedges at the goings-on in the drive, couldn’t catch more of the man’s reply than a nod and a handshake, and didn’t feel like using what little Luck he had left to Listen for more particulars. But whatever Gil’s excuse for not calling a doctor had been, it had evidently satisfied officialdom, because the man got into the car, cranked it, and waited at idle for the pair of white-clad orderlies to slam the back door of the burgundy Lincoln hearse that served as temporary depository for Miss Martha Welch’s earthly portion. That accomplished, and the attendants comfortably ensconced up front, the official proceeded to lead the way down the curving sweep of the private drive. Ron saw the wide bank of taillights flash once, and then the sad little caravan was lost to sight beyond a screen of budding dogwoods. Welch County had had a very warm winter. Ron wondered if they would henceforth be so mild.

      He discovered then that his eyes were misting. A glance at Lew beside him likewise showed a bright gleam there. And though Lew still looked tired and drained, he also looked better than Ron had seen him in ages—and in a way that was not a function of clean clothes and a hasty shower. Relief did that to you, he supposed.

      “You boys sure you’re up for this?” Dion wondered through a yawn, appearing so quietly behind them that Ron started and Lew actually yipped.

      “Might as well,” Lew replied quickly, knuckling his lids.

      “I’m runnin’ on pure adrenaline now. I wouldn’t sleep anyway, so I’d as soon rock till I drop.”

      Dion merely shrugged. “Whatever you want’s fine with me. ’Course I’ll feel better the sooner I’m away from here.” Lew nodded sagely. “Yeah…I think I can already feel the Land rejecting me. It’s like…I don’t know, a kind of nervous tingle, sort of like the opposite of a cat’s purr. Makes you just wanta get away from it.”

      “Trouble is,” Gil inserted, “it gets worse and worse until you take off or go crazy. I won’t be able to shake the dust of this place off my shoes soon enough.”

      “Yeah…” Ron chimed in. “I think I can kinda feel it too, and I didn’t used to. Nothing major, though.” And with that he fell silent, content to let his older, more magically adept kinsmen take charge. He was the stranger here, the delta male. Which was fine. Not fifteen minutes away was a place he was alpha—or alpha male, anyway. What Brandy Wallace, who actually owned the locale in question, was, he had no idea. His girlfriend, he supposed. And, in a way, his partner. But not for an instant did she let him forget whose name was on Brandy Hall’s deed. Dammit!

      Gil’s deliberate cough roused Ron from his flirtation with paranoid self-pity—and showed him Dion and Lew already disappearing behind Cardalba Hall’s three-car garage. A moment later, they returned, each at the wheel of a vast Econoline cargo van. Gil backed his right up to the steps, then hopped out and opened rear and side doors alike. When he joined them on the porch, he flexed a biceps speculatively. “Four more hours, guys, five max, and this whole bloody charade’ll be over.”

      “Not if we stand here jawing,” Lew yawned, as he strode past Ron to lead the way through the front door, down the palm-filled gloom of the formal front hall, and into the bleached-walnut splendor of Cardalba Hall’s library.

      It took them all of the projected four hours plus a bit, working assembly line-style and with Gwen’s help, to strip the floor-to-ceiling shelves that lined that eight-yard-square chamber. But in the end, every book and artifact; every atlas and dictionary; every National Geographic, Road & Track, Foxfire, Rolling Stone, and Architectural Digest; every bound Welch County Witness, illuminated manuscript, and first edition had been boxed and stashed in a van for transport to Brandy Hall. It required all eight Lew had rented.

      Even the vaults stood empty: the twin ones that hid behind the wainscoting to either side of the library mantel, and the under-floor job in Lew’s upstairs suite as well.

      Their contents were the last to be secured: scrolls and manuscripts, books and boxes, and a single ornate dagger Lew absolutely refused to touch, all too rare, precious, or dangerous to risk outside the clan. Some were deeds and personal papers, but many contained in their vellum and parchment pages virtually all that had been recorded about Listeners, Listening, and the Welches. It was nearing dawn by the time they cycled around, and Ron and Lew packed most of them—rather more hastily than was strictly optimum, to the extent that, dead on his feet, Ron let a pile of priceless volumes slip from his fingers, scattering loose leaves across the floor. He hastily stuffed pages back between covers, and hoped Lew (who was making a pit stop) hadn’t heard.

      Not that he’d blame his bro for hollering at him; these things were too valuable to undergo such treatment, and here he was flinging them around like cordwood. If he was too tired to respect ancient artistry, he was obviously just too tired.

      Fortunately, Ron’s faux pas comprised the final load. Lew himself carried the pièce de résistance of the collection: the small brown volume that had shown him how to construct a lover for Ron out of flowers. More precious, maybe, than anything else on the planet. He flipped through it one final time and passed it to Ron, with the solemn line, “I know it’ll be in good hands.” And slammed the side door of the remaining van.

      Ron did not reply as Lew climbed in and claimed the passenger bucket, leaving him to drive by default. Together they waited for Dion to finish sorting out keys with his brother. Gil would stick around another day to see to the funeral arrangements and attend to the closing of Cardalba Hall. But Dion would spend what little would remain of the night when he and Gwen finished ferrying vans with Ron and Lew up at Brandy Hall, then head back to Florida in Martha’s Lincoln Mark VIII somewhere around sunset that evening. The car would be sold within the week.

      As for the remaining family vehicles, Lew’s Jag convertible had just been signed over to the weeping Gwen, and the Ford Ranger that had replaced Lew’s latest Sable sedan only a month before was already in residence at Brandy -Hall. Presumably Gil would head out with the dogs in the gold Continental when he got good and ready.

      Meanwhile…

      Dion appeared at the open window just as Ron was considering the wisdom of dialing up a set of electronic omens. Ron gave him a hasty thumbs-up, and cranked the van.

      “Well,” Lew sighed, leaning back in his seat, “I guess this is it, man.”

      “Yeah,” Ron yawned, as he navigated the first curve. “So, any idea where to now?”

      “Your house, of…course.”

      “Don’t let Brandy hear you call it that,” Ron chuckled. “But I meant after tonight. Tomorrow.”

      “Oh,” Lew replied absently. “I thought I told you. I’m gonna go look for our sister.”

      If Ron had not been so tired, he would have argued. Had he had any sense, he would have anyway. In after years he regretted bitterly that he had let it stand at that.

      When Ron awoke the following afternoon, Lew was gone. He had left no hint at all of any specific destination. And Ron, to his shame, had never asked him.
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      Somewhere in the South

      New Year’s Eve—midnight

      Making a woman could only be done once, so he had thought. So he had heard. So he had read, more than once—and committed, at last, to the dark, twisted corridors of memory. But books could be wrong, sometimes; often were, in fact; books as old as that one had been, at any rate. Books, alas, could even lie. Books with pages like the petals of dried flowers and as easily seen through. Books with colors like blossoms, whose truth, like those colors, could fade. Books written in the juice of lemons to fool the eye, even as their words beguile the mind with subtler falsity.

      And what if I chose to make a man? he thinks. I never had a father, not as most men do; not truly. What if I took bud and blossom, root and leaf and stem and a drop of my blood and made one from those things to stand by me and tell me true? What then? Would he love me as my mother, once, did love? Or would he leave me to seek one more in tune with his soul? Suppose, too, that in my loneliness I made more than one? What if I made ten, or a score, or ten times ten?

      Or what if I made a brother?

      The walls do not answer, those walls that prison his thoughts, those walls that will not let the past by.

      Maybe I have made such things before, and do not now remember. Maybe I was another person then. Maybe I should make a memory.

      Maybe…

      A woman is like a song or a sonnet, maybe a poem or a game.

      And a man…

      He awakes, and for a long, long time is Making.
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      Brandy Hall

      Thursday, June 6—late afternoon

      Making a set of lips was not the simplest task Ron had ever assigned himself—not to the absurdly exacting standards he’d established when he had commenced Project Oracle. The problem didn’t lie in difficulty, though; he had any number of equally challenging constructions afoot in his sorcerer’s den-cum-tower studio alone—never mind down at the forge. It was just that he was terminally impatient and tired of delays on the present endeavor. Shoot, he was on his fourth attempt in five days now, and still hadn’t managed to produce a pair that both looked right and articulated properly—neither of which glitches in anywise affected functionality, only his attitude toward the completed work. And since he was the only one who would ever see the ultimate result anyway, he wondered why he bothered. Except that he knew: anything less than his absolute best would have grated on his nerves until he fixed it. Such was the price of perfectionism; such the curse of Welch-clan genius.

      Grimacing sourly, he gave a needle-sized file one final pass around the dip in the center of the upper curve, fixed the offending assembly with a long, critical squint, and set the tool on the inch-thick slab of marble tabletop he’d been hunched over for the last five hours. Maybe these would do, he decided, as he pinched the left corner between thumb and forefinger and saw the apparatus twitch reflexively. Good—that part was cooking, anyway. He’d give ’em one final eyeballing, stick those suckers in, and get on to something less demanding—like, say, the brain.

      Yeah, sure!

      A flick of fingers flipped the lips over, revealing an array of hair-fine silver wires, microcams, and tiny pneumatic pistons (pressure activated to duplicate the subtlest nuance of grin or scowl), all obscured when viewed from the fine copper-beryllium mesh that formed the public surface. There they shaped a classic Cupid’s bow: nearly the color of human lips and almost as soft and pliable.

      Yeah, maybe these would work.

      Ron held his breath as he plugged a brace of thread-thin braided-silver hoses onto hollow chrome-gold pins at either corner (hoses that disappeared into the gleaming complexity of larger lines that arabesqued across the back of the table). Okay…and now…

      Another pause, and he raised the lips with both hands and pressed them neatly into the darkly gleaming orifice that comprised the mouth of The Head. The right anchoring stud clicked home; the left followed. A poke at the corners made it open, revealing teeth that looked like pearl because they were. The tongue, now safely barricaded, was wrought of the same copper-alloy mesh as the lips; the surrounding skin, of tiny brazen scales too small for the naked eye to see.

      Somewhere in the chaos of the room behind him, a buried CD player began Wagner’s “Death of Siegfried,” its heavy percussion harmonizing with a distant roll of thunder. Ron leaned back to contemplate his creation.

      It was starting to look like it ought to now: a life-sized male head and neck composed mainly of brass, but with a whole metallic menagerie of obscure alloys forming bones and muscle beneath its gold-toned skin, while even more unlikely substances detailed eyes and ears and nostrils. And the brain—best not to consider the brain. Not silicon and circuits, but gears and levers; cams, pushrods, and bearings. He could see the front part now—because The Head still lacked the forward skullplate he was beating into shape down at the forge. Eventually he’d give it hair of copper wire, maybe a beard of the same, and then—who knew?

      Another prod at the edge of the left-hand orbit replaced the vacant stare with a wink—which reminded him that he needed to trim the carbon-fiber eyelashes if the thing was really going to mirror the model.

      Not that he had that precise a record of the prototype, anyway; mostly he had one fuzzy Polaroid snapped twelve years before: younger versions of himself and Lew (though neither looked much different now, courtesy of their Listener blood), with the much taller, voluptuously muscled, red-haired fellow he’d only known as the Road Man.

      The Road Man…the strange, wandering jack-of-all-trades who’d exposed a barely blossoming teenaged talent to the wonders hid alike in mind and metal; who’d shown that same neophyte the secrets of the alloy universe and forever changed the way Ron viewed the world.

      Who’d saved his life in more ways than one—and disappeared.

      Or maybe not Perhaps he’d returned a few years later, in another role, with a different personality, and a fresh new body.

      Or maybe that hadn’t been him at all who, in the guise of a cocky lumberyard foreman named Van Vannister, had completely transfigured Brandy Hall from the modest protocastle Ron’s sweetie, Brandy Wallace, had then been building, into the current sprawling Baroque-Gothic keep, all in one horrible, amazing, magical night. Shoot, the four-story northwest tower, the third level of which housed this studio, hadn’t even existed before then, never mind the terraces around it—or half the rooms.

      As for the mysterious vagabond himself: he was gone now—in the flesh—but his sculpted likeness still lingered at the point of the West Terrace two floors down: cast in bronze, life-sized, and leering—a self-made reminder to Ron to resist complacency.

      Sighing, he gave The Head a gentle pat on the brow, slipped off his stool, and padded barefoot across the red Persian rug that made an octagonal mandala in the center of the flagstone floor, angling toward the southwest corner, where a burgundy velvet lounger was flanked by matching pairs of narrow Gothic windows in adjoining walls. A detour to snare a bottle of Guinness from the small refrigerator recessed beneath the southern casements distracted him, however, and instead of settling into his familiar unwinding place, he hopped onto the wide windowsill. Matty Groves emerged from beneath the complex gears and pulleys of what looked like a flight of bats caught in a treadle loom, but was in fact a perpetual motion machine, to paw at a particularly long thread unraveling from the fringe of Ron’s cutoffs.

      “Scat, cat,” he granted, easing his pet away with a dangling foot, even as he pressed a pair of stone buttons disguised as the hearts of Tudor roses in the carved window frame. The first sent electrical charges through the glass and changed them from colored renditions of Govannon and Wotan, smith-gods of legend, to transparent portals on the present-day sky. The second slid them sideways into the adjoining walls, to admit the heavy, sweet breezes of summer. Ron inhaled appreciatively, grateful to be smelling something besides metal filings and WD-40.

      A glance at the sky showed storm clouds massing to the west, and the next breeze was colder against his bare torso, and thick with moisture. Thunder rumbled, as did Wagner. For an instant he felt like Elmer Fudd in “What’s Opera, Doc?” calling down tempests from his rocky pinnacle. Except that what he gazed upon was less fanciful than a cartoon landscape, but only barely.

      To the right, a forested ridge thick with oak and hickory slumped down to the lake invisible to the north behind him, the former alive with deer and squirrels drawn to the old-growth timber there, the latter amply provided with trout and bream—all meat for Brandy Hall’s table. A swimming hole lurked there, too—a shallow finger of lake: sheltered, cool, and still.

      The edifice itself clumped to the left, its basic form—a Byzantine basilica dumped in the middle of a crenellated

      Roman villa—still discernible behind the wilder spires and buttresses Vannister had conjured up around it from the stone of the outthrust granite knoll on which it stood.

      And straight before it stretched the low, embattled prow of the South Terrace, bisected asymmetrically by the front stairs. Beyond them a flagstone pavement did duty as parking lot and forecourt, with the greater mass of Keycutter Knob rising sharply behind to Clanton Gap and the county line, while the quarter-mile-long driveway snaked in to the right.

      Along the fringe of the forest, there, where Brandy had once parked her trailer, a covey of canvas pavilions now gave the place a perpetual carnival air, housing shops and studios for the various artisans and craftspeople to whom his lady gave haven. But not free haven, for they exchanged bed and board for goods and services, with each obliged to embellish some part of Brandy Hall while pursuing his or her personal fantasies. Ron could see one now: Sharon Frizzelle, intent at her potter’s wheel, auburn hair bound back as she bent her small frame in concentration. Only two other guests were in residence at the moment: John Marx and Perry Steinway, both mosaicists, both plying their trade in the foyer.

      As for the east side of the courtyard…that was Ron’s domain. For there, beneath a more permanent shelter, stood his forge for the shaping of metal into larger works, and by more dangerous means, than the tower room afforded. And adjoining it stretched the eight-door sprawl of the garage, set into the mountainside and resembling thereby a series of caves, though instead of dragons, it presently housed the guests’ vehicles, as well as Brandy’s big Ford pickup, Ron’s inevitable Thunderbird, and his half of the almost-matched set of Centauris he was constantly updating. A third Centauri crouched half-completed between the garage and the forge: a glimmering arrow of raw aluminum.

      Finally, to the extreme left, blocked by Brandy Hall’s clerestory level, a series of stone terraces made a natural amphitheater, behind the lowermost of which a circuitous trail described a zigzag path to a second lakeside cove.

      Not a bad way to live, Ron conceded, taking a very long swig—a bit ostentatious, but not shabby.

      The wind shifted again, and this time it flipped a splatter of rain into his face. He sniffed and withdrew into the room, replacing the odor of oak, pine, and ozone with the spicy scent of the odd white lilies that nodded from brass urns in the comers. Their pollen made him high sometimes—and horny a lot more frequently (not that either he or Brandy ever complained). But they also gave him flashes of inspiration he could not account for otherwise.

      He’d need a lot of that, too—if The Head was ever to fill the role for which it was fashioned.

      Sighing again, Ron eased off his perch and knelt below the window closest to the room’s single door. The walls there bore bas-relief interlace on limestone panels, one of which concealed the refrigerator. But a second, a yard to the left, shielded something far more precious. Using his index finger, he traced three nonsequential curves of the pattern there. A soft click meant an electronic lock had activated. A second set of gestures, a second click, and the panel slid aside to reveal a wide, shallow vault crammed to the edges with assorted ancient tomes. He chose the topmost—a warped, vellum-bound volume he’d taken to calling The Book of the Head for no better reason than that was what it was about—and rose, pausing for a sneeze as his nostrils filled with dust and the odor of aged leather. And pollen, of course, which the ever-more-frisky breezes were stirring up alarmingly. His eyes watered, and he blinked, looked around for a rag with which to wipe them, and saw other eyes appraising him from the brazen head across the room. He glared at it. “Do you mind?” he muttered, as he returned to the workstation to snare a bandanna, with which he scoured away the tears. “Asshole,” he added for no reason beyond pure cussedness, wishing it did not look so human staring back at him with that unfinished face. Finally, he could take no more, and reached to the comers of the orbits and pushed. The lids obligingly slid closed. Carbon-fiber lashes brushed brazen cheeks. He wondered if the gold-rimmed pupils were dilating under there like they were supposed to.





