
  
    
      DREAMBUILDER

    

    
      
        TOM DEITZ

      

    

    
      UNTREED READS PUBLISHING

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Other Books by Tom Deitz

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          I. Hurting

        

        
          
            1. Rocky Top

          

          
            Interlude 1

          

          
            2. Fortune Teller

          

          
            3. The Letter

          

          
            Interlude 2

          

          
            4. She’ll Be Cornin’ ’Round the Mountain

          

          
            5. Rescue Me

          

          
            6. We Are Family

          

          
            7. The Green, Green Grass of Home

          

          
            8. Special Delivery

          

          
            9. Party All the Time

          

          
            10. In the Midnight Hour

          

          
            Interlude 3

          

          
            11. Deadman’s Curve

          

          
            12. Morning Has Broken

          

          
            13. Fixing a Hole

          

          
            14. I Had Too Much to Dream

          

          
            15. Love the One You’re With

          

          
            16. Dust in the Wind

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Healing

        

        
          
            Interlude 4

          

          
            17. Every Breath You Take

          

          
            Interlude 5

          

          
            18. Walk Like an Egyptian

          

          
            19. I’ve Just Seen a Face

          

          
            20. Triad

          

          
            21. Brothers in Arms

          

          
            22. Refugee

          

          
            23. Run Through the Jungle

          

          
            24. Liar; Liar

          

          
            25. Slip Slidin’ Away

          

          
            26. Where Have All the Flowers Gone?

          

          
            27. Trapped

          

          
            28. Fortress Around Your Heart

          

          
            29. Up on the Roof

          

        

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RESOUNDING PRAISE FOR TOM DEITZ’S SOULSMITH

          

        

      

    

    
      “A midnight train ride of a story, departing from a normal-seeming station, traversing increasingly wild country, plunging down a steep mountain track.”

      —Roger Zelazny

      “Tom Deitz is trying something more ambitious, darker, and he’s writing better than ever.”

      —Mercedes Lackey, author of Magic’s Price

      “A refreshingly different kind of magic. His story and characters capture the imagination.”

      —A.C. Crispin, author of The Starbridge Chronicles

      “Successfully combines such disparate elements as ancient Welsh mythology and Southern Gothic…Tom Deitz weaves a potent spell indeed.”

      —Josepha Sherman, author of Child of Faerie, Child of Earth

      “May well be the finest fantasy of the year, or even of the decade… A riveting read, brimming with grief, ecstasy, and the sweet pain of being Other… Tom Deitz is a master of modem fantasy.”

      —Brad Strickland, author of Moondreams

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OTHER BOOKS BY TOM DEITZ

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Windmaster’s Bane

        Fireshaper’s Doom

        Darkthunder’s Way

        Sunshaker’s War

        Stoneskin’s Revenge

        The Gryphon King

      

      

      

      
        
        Other Books in the SOULSMITH Trilogy

        SOULSMITH

        WORDWRIGHT

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Dreambuilder

      By Tom Deitz

      

      Copyright 2023 by Estate of Tom Deitz

      Cover Copyright 2023 by Top of the World Publishing

      Cover Design by _______

      

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

      

      Ebook ISBN: 979-8-88860-156-3

      Print ISBN: 979-8-88860-157-0

      

      Previously released in 1992.

      

      Published by Top of the World Publishing, a Texas limited liability company, inclusive of its affiliates, subsidiaries, imprints, successors and assigns, including eLectio Publishing and Untreed Reads Publishing, with offices at 506 Kansas Street, San Francisco, California 94107 (“Publisher”).

      www.topoftheworldpublishing.com.

      

      Printed in the United States of America.

      

      Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

      

      The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized editions, and do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

      

      Publisher’s Note

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

      The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Bettie and Grace and Wilma

        who showed me the secrets of books

        and

        for James Robert Nicholson

        who did the same for cars

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sheri Bender

        Russell Cutts

        Joel Dukes

        Gilbert Head

        Greg Keyes

        Adele Leone

        Betty Marchinton

        Buck Marchinton

        Larry Marchinton

        Chris Miller

        Klon Newell

        B. J. Steinhaus

        Brad Strickland

        and

      

      

      An anonymous someone in Huntsville who wouldn’t spill the beans about Stealth paint. Your government has spent its money well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          LIGHT MY FIRE

        

      

    

    
      Oglethorpe County, Georgia

      Beltane—midnight

      Fire from a flaming wagon flicks his face with red, while wood chars and canvas flares and metal melts. Color becomes blackness as paint renders up its own bright spark and drinks in night, even as the delicate carvings that held those hues shrink to shapeless knots when heat takes hold and warps handwork to its artless will.

      Wind carries pops and crackles, and hurls the thunder of oxidation at his ears. Goats cry in the forest, newly freed.

      Smoke spreads thin among the stars but does not hide them; a shroud of midnight lace lurks close above the leaves.

      Naked, he watches the pyre burn its course.

      He is iron and carbon, calcium and zinc. He is Earth.

      He pours creek water from a pewter cup upon his head. It is cold and it shimmers down his shoulders, sucking up the warmth, steaming on his skin. He scoops two handfuls of ash from the mound before him and smears them across his face—his chest—his back, legs, arms, hips, stomach—genitals: Earth and Water.

      He breathes deep, inhales smoke that before was wood and bone and wonder Earth and Air.

      He reaches into the ghost of conflagration and does not shrink from the heat or pain, though it crisps the hair from his arms. His Angers find solidity and he draws it forth: a bar of steel, red, as from a forge. It hurts, oh how it hurts! Pain beyond pain, yet he holds it: grips it in both hands and waits.

      Earth and Fire.

      And still he waits, and the pain increases, spreads through his palms and fingers and into his wrist, up his arms, until all the world is pain. Until nothing of Earth remains except awareness. No light. No heat. No sound. No smell.

      He simply is, as is the…pain.

      A voice: Soft... Female… Annoyed but not surprised. “My…son?”

      “Mother?”

      “And who else could it be?”

      “Mother… I have come to the Wall.”

      “I know.”

      “Is it time for the Crossing?”

      “You tell me.”

      “I feared that would be your answer.”

      “Then why ask?”

      “Because someday your reply will change.”

      “It will never change—until you change the question.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “You will know.”

      “So I must return again? I must back up once more?”

      “You know that answer, too.”

      “Can you not aid me at all? Not give me at least a hint of what I must accomplish?”

      Her voice is impassive—though she has no voice. “Finish what you have begun. Become what you have not yet finished.”

      “So I feared.”

      Silence. Silence and pain, but fading. He can remain where he is but a little longer.

      “You have not yet asked the other question: the one you know I will answer.”

      “Suppose I do not.”

      “You will be lost.”

      Silence, and pain fades further. He once more senses light and the smell of burning wood.

      “Ask!”

      “I...oh, very well.”

      “Ask!”

      “Who is the Man? What is the Beast?”

      A gentle chuckle, one with the snapping of embers: “Come, my son, I will show you.”

      Pain fades. Wind tickles his ribs, and he shivers. Dried mud flakes from his chest. His shadow is not the same. And there is more than ever to remember.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART I
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            ROCKY TOP

          

        

      

    

    
      Welch County, Georgia

      Friday, June 18—dusk

      When the bulb in the overhead light made a sputtering, buzzing sound like someone stir-frying a bumble bee, and then, with a soft, resigned clink, blinked out, plunging her makeshift mobile-home office into a spirit-depressing gloom, Brandy Wallace finally knew for certain that she had been cursed by the gods—though which gods and for what nefarious reason, she hadn’t the foggiest notion. No, scratch that: the perpetrators she could pretty well narrow down to two—or at least two general genera.

      Either her mounting tide of afflictions betokened the caprice of some clan of sky divinities—why else would it have rained for two months solid just when she needed clear days and firm ground in which to complete the northwest foundations of the enormous modular manor that already rose (in its more finished eastern portions) to second-story battlement level fifty yards beyond the trailer’s front windows?—or her trials were born of a race of earth elementals she had inadvertently angered by delving trenches into their

      heretofore sacrosanct hillside homes.

      The latter, at the moment, seemed more likely, especially as the latest calamity (ignoring the abdicated light bulb) did, in fact, involve undermined footings. The ones in the northwest corner, to be exact; the ones that had seemed like solid granite when she’d jackhammered out the eighteen-inch square groove that was to house the foundations of the office/studio.

      The ones that, quite unbeknownst to her, had rested atop a layer of stone so near the surface of an underground spring that the rock had collapsed beneath the added weight—with the result that an L-shaped section totaling twelve feet long had sagged six inches overnight. Last night, to be precise.

      The ones she didn’t know what to do about, unless it was to dig up everything, excavate farther to either side, and reinforce the bejesus out of the whole mess with steel rebar. And, of course, look for something besides her own faulty engineering to blame.

      Like maybe the Nunnehi, she decided—the Cherokee elves: invisible spirit people who sometimes aided strangers lost in the deep mountain woods, and whose drumming could occasionally—it was said—still be heard thrumming up through the earth from their underground townhouses. Shoot, according to James Mooney’s Myths of the Cherokee, which had been a sort of second Bible to both her and her half-Cherokee mother when she was a child, there was supposed to be a tribe of the magical guys beneath Blood Mountain a few miles away to the east. And she’d heard similar stories about Bloody Bald two counties farther over. The fact that no such tales were told about her own hunk of terra firma only meant that no one had been listening at the right place at the right time.

      Or—more likely, given the tendency of her countrymen to befoul every place they lingered for more than a minute—that none of the Immortals felt like playing.

      —Not, she added to herself, that there weren’t plenty of other supernaturals on which to fix the blame. The shelves to the left of her drawing board/desk were crammed with books with mythological leanings, historical and fictive alike—including both The Mabinogion and The Leabhar Gabhala Erernn; the aforementioned copy of Mooney; and her treasured, much dog-eared, editions of The Lord of the Rings, Gormenghast, and Titus Groan—which, with their emphases on elves and architecture respectively, were bibles themselves, after a fashion.

      Still, Brandy considered wryly, given the circumstances, the native species of sprite was probably the most likely culprit. At least they lived underground.

      Which, of course, was total bullshit. She no more believed in elves than the Man in the Moon—which in no wise diminished her interest in them, or (she had admitted to only two people in the world) a secret desire that they were real.

      She sighed and lifted an accusing eyebrow at the now defunct light fixture, muttered an irritable “Shit!” and leaned back from the drawing board where she’d been feverishly erasing, relocating, and reruling lines for the last few hours. Lines that, when she finally got them realized in three dimensions, would embody a lifelong dream, the various evolutionary images of which papered the flimsy paneling of what had been intended as a spare bedroom six layers thick in places.

      On the wall before her, for instance—the one that contained the single window—were the photographs that had sold her on this wild corner of north Georgia in the first place. And if sheer splendor of scenery alone was any inducement, her hunk of real estate truly should be the haunt of elves (whether local, European, or Tolkienian did not matter), for Brandy could never have lucked onto more spectacular territory, at least not east of the Rockies.

      Here in the southeast corner of remote Welch County, the land rose and fell more dramatically than it did anywhere else in the state, and though Brasstown Bald over on the Towns/Union County line was officially taller, it held no other candle to the peaks that poked at the heavens whichever way Brandy looked whenever she stepped outside. They reminded her, in fact, of the Smokeys up on the border of North Carolina and Tennessee. They were that steep and ruggedly formed, the valleys between them that precipitous. Waterfalls slid and frolicked in half of the neighboring hollows, and most of the timber hereabouts was old-growth forest, hoary with age. It was primarily federal land, too (in fact, the Chattahoochee National Forest enclosed Brandy’s property on three sides); but it had somehow escaped the bouts of clear-cutting that had rendered much of Georgia’s other woodlands pale shadows of their pre-Columbian splendor. It was the influence of the Welches, she’d heard: one of the more positive benefits of having a powerful family nearby—though how any patrician Southern clan could have been environmentally enlightened the necessary years ago to preserve the local woodlands, she had no idea. Better not to ask; better to enjoy blessings than subject them to the cold-eyed scrutiny of logical analysis.

      Typical of when she was tired and poised between staring mindlessly and active thought, Brandy’s gaze was drawn to the particularly impressive view beyond the window. A shoulder of mountain showed there, one rendered largely devoid of trees by the presence too close underground of the enormous boulders that began emerging from the soil a few feet beyond her front patio before thrusting out like the rampart of some medieval fortress a hundred yards farther downhill. Trees rose on either side—oaks and hickories to the left, hemlocks to the right—and beyond and a quarter mile lower, she could just make out a finger of Haroldson Lake, its silver waters tinged faintly pink by the westering sun. She had never figured out why whoever had drawn the borders of the public land had not used that sparkling water as a natural boundary and gone on to include her knoll as part of the permanent preserve, but the proof of their negligence showed in half a dozen topographical maps tacked to the wall beneath the photographs. Each one was in a different scale, but all depicted the fifteen acres that served as backdrop to her dream.

      If she could keep the damned thing going!

      That was what occupied the rest of the room: plans for the preposterous quasi-castle she had taken to calling Brandy Hall, after one of the Hobbit estates in her beloved Tolkien. She had every last incarnation, too: from the first rough sketch she’d scrawled in the margin of her seventh grade history notebook after seeing a photo of the Alhambra, through the intervening stages she’d contrived in the dozen-odd years since then, to the final meticulously drafted design that was now rearing skyward down on the rock—but which was not in fact even yet the final iteration, because even at this late date, she was constantly revising details.

      Still, that was the version that had commandeered the right-hand wall: elevations and elaborations, floor plans and perspectives, and a perfectly executed 1/24 scale model—of what looked more than anything else like a medium-sized Roman villa with a combination Byzantine basilica and Norse mead hall plopped in the middle where the atrium ought to be. Except that the top of every wall, including the four stubby corner towers, was crenelated to within an inch of its life, and the whole thing was slathered with enough stained glass and strapwork, gargoyles and Gothic arches, bay windows and bas reliefs, to make even the most jaded Pre-Raphaelite jealous.

      And she had designed it all: everything—right down to the switchplates. And even beyond that, she intended to do as much of the actual construction herself as possible; that way she could see it was executed correctly—as the team of skinny teenagers she’d experimented with earlier in the spring manifestly had not accomplished.

      Her plan was to have the basic structure sufficiently finished to be habitable by the resumption of school in the fall, at which time she’d have to shift hats from architect-cum-contractor-cum-day-laborer to the less comfortable one of neophyte art teacher in the local high school. It would be less satisfying, but at least the pay was good: fifty percent better than anywhere else in the state, courtesy of heavy local subsidies.

      But, she now knew, that was a wildly unrealistic goal. At this point she’d be happy if she merely had the rest of the superstructure roughed in and roofed, a bedroom finished, and a usable kitchen and bathroom. With those modules to build from, she could work outward by slow degrees, maybe completing one wall or floor or ceiling per week. At that rate, she’d still be done in no time.

      If the blessed Nunnehi—or whoever—cooperated.

      She scowled, but did not switch on the fluorescent desk lamp in spite of the gathering gloom, then paused to lean back in the maroon corduroy swivel chair that was the room’s one concession to comfort. The black crescents of her bear-claw necklace clicked against one another; one of the long raven-feather earrings she wore to invoke inspiration brushed her neck, making her flinch reflexively. The soundtrack to Local Hero started over on the unseen CD player programmed for REPEAT. A yawn found her, and she stretched luxuriously, feeling the tension flow out of the firm, lean muscles a spring’s intensive labor had given her. She squeezed a biceps appreciatively: hard as rock—as hard as any man she’d ever known, if not so massive. And the rest of her body was the same: long and pirn and tanned, her hands dry and rough, her nails worn to nubs. Not an ounce of fat anywhere, beyond the minimum biology reserved to feminize her curves. She was like her knoll: hard parts poking out of a softer outer layer where nature had scoured weakness away.

      Her face was like that, too: hard and soft at once, with a pointed nose and chin framed by rounded cheeks and arching brows, and the whole tanned beneath a shoulder-length mane that had borne the brunt of her one recent indulgence. A natural blonde, she had dyed her locks sooty black a week ago in hopes the tradesmen hereabouts might take her more seriously. Unfortunately, it hadn’t helped, and the main attitudinal alteration she’d noticed was that fewer folks now thought she looked like Candice Bergen, and more of them like Cher. Not that it really mattered: she was planning to lop off the whole mess soon anyway, what with the resistance it was offering to the rubber bands and bandannas that most often confined it these days. At least her jeans were cooperating—by getting looser, and workman’s muscles or no, she’d never had any trouble overfilling T-shirts—or the sleeveless, fringed buckskin singlets she had taken, as now, to wearing in their stead.

      But if she didn’t perk up and figure out what to do about the damaged foundations, tomorrow would find her without a course of action, and she did not dare waste even an hour if she could help it. Besides, tomorrow was supposed to be sunny, and if she was good, she’d be able to work outside all day.

      Sighing, she snagged a fresh pencil from the blue ceramic mug to the right (legacy of her most recent underachiever boyfriend), and scowled once more. Maybe the Nunnehi didn’t appreciate what she was trying to do here; though she imagined she’d be pretty pissed if somebody stuck a concrete plug in the roof of her house, too. Perhaps she should just go out there on the outcrop and explain things to whatever spirits might be lurking around, and hope they heard. Or maybe not. She’d once read a tale about a house in Ireland beset by strange occurrences until someone pointed out it was built on one of the paths the Fairies used in their ridings. The house was summarily moved (or else had the offending corner chopped off, she could never remember which), and the disturbances had ceased.

      But she was damned if she was going to lop a corner off her dream!

      The very thought of it made her bite down on her pencil hard enough to make her fillings twinge. Maybe if she just cut a set of satellite grooves at right angles to the main footing, reinforced them with rebar, and filled them in, that would spread the stress over a wider area without her having to reexcavate one ninth of the whole foundation.

      Or maybe…

      She stared out the window, thinking. Watching the evening shroud the hardwoods to her left even as the hemlocks to her right glowed with a hint of red from the last rays of sunlight.

      Maybe...

      She blinked, robbed her eyes, blinked again, then squinted harder into the thickening dusk.

      Something had moved out there: in the shadow of that stubby oak to the left. Something white. But where was it now? And what had it been! It had been big, that was for certain: too large to be merely a random light effect. But it was gone now.

      Or was it? She squinted again and was rewarded with another flash of white weaving in and out among the fringe of trees. And then stopping.

      Without taking her eyes off the hazy shape, Brandy reached to her right and snagged the binoculars she always kept handy for bird-watching (and to spy on her infrequent work crews when she couldn’t actually join them). They were good ones: expensive Zeisses. And when she had adjusted the focus, she was rewarded with a sight that at once gave her chills and roused a wonder she had not felt since she’d first seen Fantasia as a child.

      Perhaps her recent speculations about the Nunnehi, elves, and their kindred had not been so far off the mark. For what she saw lurking under the eaves of the forest less than fifty yards from her trailer truly was a creature born of some other world than her own.

      Her breath caught; a lump formed in her throat as she gazed upon it. Her eyes misted in spite of herself.

      It was a deer—an old buck, from the form and length of its head and the depth of its massive chest. And it was equally obviously the standard Georgia whitetail, to judge by the shape of the tangle of antlers arching around its head like a crown of thorns.

      But what made it different, what made every hair stand up on her body, was that—saving only its eyes, its hooves, and the tip of its fine, narrow nose—it was as white as new-fallen snow. Even the antlers—all twelve-plus points of them—looked more like ivory than bone.

      And it was simply standing there at right angles to her, frozen in the classic pose so often depicted in bad wildlife art. (And she should know; she’d won some prizes with wildlife art herself.)

      For at least a minute, awe ruled Brandy’s senses. But then, inevitably, more practical considerations invaded her mind. That was a very large deer, and a very white one. The hide alone would bring a fair bit from the right sort of collector, never mind what a trophy hunter would pay for the head. -

      And the meat...why, that big bruiser must weigh two hundred pounds easy, more than enough to refill the growing hollows in her freezer where the neatly packaged remains of two of his fellows had to last until the resumption of deer season in the fall—if she didn’t want to fall back on the squirrels, rabbits, quail, and doves that occupied the other odd corners. Them she’d eat if she had to, but venison was her addiction of choice.

      Except that she would no more shoot that fine-looking buck than she’d walk through downtown Cordova in the nude, for the simple reason that deer season was still four months away, and her father, from whom she had learned to hunt (as she had learned to plant and harvest and can by the signs from her mom) had taught her never, ever to poach, no matter whose land she was on. And that she would do forever, in tribute to the dead man who had given her so much. If she shot that buck now, she could just imagine Dear Old Dad’s ghost (perhaps crowned with ensanguined antlers, like Heme in the old Robin of Sherwood TV series) haunting her for the rest of her life.

      Besides, by the time she dug out her trusty .308, found the right ammo, and got out the door, old Whitey there would likely have hightailed it anyway.

      Besides, it was simply too beautiful to kill.

      And at that very minute, as if it had somehow been party to her silent speculations, the deer turned and walked very calmly into the welcoming woods. The invisible sun promptly dipped below the horizon, and the whole knoll lapsed into purple shadow.

      Brandy did not move for a very long time, as the room darkened around her and the wilderness outside was lost in the night.

      Finally, though, she switched on the desk lamp and turned once more to her drawing board. Seeing the deer had given her an idea. Maybe if she echoed the cantilever shape of its antlers with some rebar reinforcements, she could...

      Antlers?

      And then realization hit her. This was the middle of June—which meant that buck deer should at best be displaying only the first velvety spikes of their autumn racks. Yet that big white guy had sported at least twelve points, all of them fully formed, and none with even the slightest trace of velvet.

      And that, she thought, was very strange indeed.

      Either that, or she’d just seen the Nunnehi.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE 1

          

          SAFETY DANCE

        

      

    

    
      Welch County, Georgia

      
Friday, June 18—midnight


      He runs because that is the only means he can muster to bring the pain. He runs through fields and forests. He runs uphill and down. He runs across highways and through backyards. He is seen but not recognized; more a shape than a substance with a name. Names limit; he is limitless. Names distill complexity down to nonsense words—and it is in fear of such reduction that he runs.

      He is pursued by dogs, and though he has not seen them this time, he has heard them: the long, lean hunting hounds that seek his spoor through wood and town and meadow. They will not catch him, but they may come close. He does not know what would happen then, for they never have—so far. But he does know—and fear—their master, and so he flees them.

      But he mainly runs to bring the pain.

      It has found him now; for muscles, bones, and nerves can only bear so much before they protest. He is relieved by that, for he wondered how long it would take before it came. And wondered where.

      Feet? Blistered and run raw?

      Arms? Legs? Scraped by twigs and thorns until they bleed?

      Side?

      It is side.

      He should have known: the familiar catch that gathers under the ribs then grabs so hard everything stops—except him. He has run through that first grip and many others, and now the pain has grown so great that little remains to feel: Feet still fall on earth; eyes and ears still plot his path; lungs and heart fight to sound loudest inside where his self lives. But everything else is pain.

      Pain: like fire in his side. Like the fire he needs to Transcend. And this time the fire comes from within. This time he needs no other flame.

      Running…running…pain…pain…fire…pain…running—pain—fire—pain—

      And he is there: running still, gasping desperately for every breath; but his mind is free and floating.

      “You have run enough, my son.”

      “Mother, I hurt. Must there always be pain?”

      “Everything worth having is born of pain. You were born of pain.”

      “And will die in it, I have no doubt.”

      “And be Changed, and that will be a thing worth having, trust me.”

      “Have you died?”

      “I may have. I may yet. Who knows what may alter in time?”

      “Everything—so you say.”

      “Everything. It Changes—or is Changed.”

      “I know. But at least I sometimes work the Changes.”

      “And are worked upon in turn.”

      “I also know that.”

      “You dream, by the way: you began some time ago.”

      “I know. I can hear the Hounds.”

      “Do you follow them or flee them?”

      “I...both.”

      “When you do neither, you will pass the Wall.”

      “And until then?”

      “You must make Changes.”

      “And how shall I make them?”

      “Dance—for now. For now, this night, you must dance.”

      “Dance?”

      “Like flames.”

      “Where?”

      “Where you will. More to the point, where you were.”

      “You must go. You have run to summon pain to summon me. Now dance to summon joy for them all.”

      She is gone.

      He breathes, and the pain has vanished. He is in the forest, and he feels the need to dance.

      He dances on leaves and moss and needles. He dances on asphalt and tile. He dances on wind and water.

      And finally he dances on stone that is more and less than stone.

      The stone dances with him, and is Changed.
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            FORTUNE TELLER

          

        

      

    

    
      Jackson County, Georgia

      
Saturday, June 19—morning


      Brandy Wallace was not the only person in Georgia to suspect Unseen Influences of meddling in her affairs. For in an artfully decrepit nineteenth-century farmhouse five miles north of Athens (but still a hundred miles southeast of Brandy’s Knoll), a young man the citizens of Welch County would have remembered as Ronny Dillon had his own brand of beef with the Powers That Be ...

      …Either the steam from the shower had already poached Ron’s brain without him noticing—which was a distinct possibility, given the near-boiling temperatures he preferred bathing in, and the level of muddleheadedness that generally afflicted him early in the morning—or he had neglected to pay proper obeisance to one of those nebulous Higher Intelligences normal people thought of as gods, and had been punished for his transgression by being cursed with stupidity. Or else those absent Agencies who ordered the omens he occasionally consulted in the innocent guise of radio station play lists (all unknown to their disc-jockey oracles) were once again conspiring to tell him what they wanted him to know—which was not, by any stretch of the imagination, what was bugging him at the moment.

      And to add insult to injury, were doing so in the most oblique manner possible.

      Ron flicked a nose-long mass of soggy, walnut-colored hair out of his eyes, slathered his smooth, clean-muscled torso with soap—and wished that, just once, the Secret Forces of the Universe would be straight with him. Chat least be a trifle less obscure when (as this morning) he had a particularly critical decision to make and very little time to make it in, courtesy of an alarm clock that had not gone off when it should.

      Or that his girlfriend, Wendy, hadn’t reset when she’d split to take her last final the previous morning, to fix the blame where it most likely lay.

      Which meant that he’d had to start assembling omens far later than he liked (and yet, much sooner after arising than was optimum), and that he was having to rush through a shower instead of taking his usual leisurely bathtub soak.

      And Lord knew he’d wrestled with the query in question enough on his own already. Surely the Gods (or Fate, or Wyrd, or the Noms, or Vanna White, or somebody) ought to be generous enough with one of their faithful minions to render him a clear pronouncement every once in a while. But if the music presently echoing around the bathroom’s black tile walls was any indication, it was too late for that already.

      The song under suspicion was The Animals’ cover of “House of the Rising Sun” (the long version with the organ solo and the extra verses). But the fact that it was the tenth tune he’d heard since awaking—which meant that it occupied the position in the peculiar musical Tarot he’d adopted from his uncle Dion that in the traditional Celtic cross spread represented Hopes and Fears—had him utterly confounded.

      Of course, it wasn’t his system, anyway. The Tarot his flaky musician-scholar-jurist-jailbird kinsman had devised as a means of divination while in the slammer (where he had been denied an actual Tarot deck, but not a radio) was not one with which he felt perfect affinity—he wasn’t nearly well enough versed in song titles, for one thing, never mind recording artists or lyrics. And more to the point, he disliked mucking about with what most folks would have called magic (and the family he had found himself shoved into a few years back more coyly referred to as Luck) with a true and abiding passion, and only stooped to reliance on even this bastard adjunct because Uncle Dion’s form of fortune-telling was both simple and capable of wide (and therefore unreliable—he did not want to believe in magic) interpretation. Conversely, he had no urge whatever to follow clan tradition and devise a means of augury uniquely his own.

      Which left him depending on the first eleven songs he heard that morning to resolve one simple quandary: should he, or should he not, succumb to his strong inclination and eschew his—and by extension, Wendy’s—college graduation?

      On the affirmative side, it was his first degree, and that really was something to be proud of: a Bachelor of Fine Arts from the University of Georgia, summa cum laude, with a concentration in metalwork. All completed in the requisite four years—and that didn’t even count the summers spent at Georgia Tech studying metallurgy and automotive engineering on the side, which would have been more than enough to constitute a double major had the university allowed the classes to transfer, which they had not.

      On the other hand, he had precious little family to show off for, and what he did have was both unimpressionable and largely unavailable—in a couple of cases due to federal intervention. And the university would cheerfully mail you your sheepskin if you chose not to collect it in person. Which effectively whittled his rationale for going through with the whole charade down to two: the prospect of seeing the sheriff of Clarke County leading a procession of grinning, black-clad loonies across the Sanford Stadium football field with his sword upright before him (which tradition allegedly dated from the days when there were still real live Indians in the rolling hills nearby)—but which, in practice, was hardly worth two hours of his life.

      And the fact that his girlfriend wanted him to.

      Trouble was, you couldn’t have commencement without crowds, and crowds gave him headaches of a particularly virulent kind, the origin of which he could discuss with no one outside the clan. Including Wendy.

      All of which left him back where he’d started.

      And, regrettably, the omens did not seem inclined to offer an opinion either. As Significator, for instance—the tune that represented himself (which he’d heard above the buzz of his black German coffee grinder roughly an hour before)—they had served up Cream’s version of “Crossroads.” Which seemed fair enough: having just completed his degree, with the actual ceremony pending shortly past noon, his life was indeed at a crucial juncture.

      But then things had gotten tricky. The next item on 96 Rock’s oldies play list had been Jimi Hendrix’s version of “All Along the Watchtower,” with which he identified strongly because it was a Bob Dylan song, and Ron’s last name was Dillon, which automatically made it worthy of more than typical attention. Unfortunately, it also meant that, however vigilant he was, something was about to sneak up on him from an unsuspected quarter and knock him off balance. And the subsequent three tunes—in the positions representing the nature of obstacles; either his aim or ideal, or the best that could be achieved; and the factors underlying whatever the situation was—had been real lulus: Heart’s “Magic Man,” Roy Orbison’s “Oh, Pretty Woman,” and Santana’s “Black Magic Woman.” (Someone in Atlanta obviously had a sense of humor.) All of which had left him completely confounded.

      Or at least they did if it was graduation being addressed.

      There was simply too much in there about both magic and women—and though his trepidation was inextricably bound up with both, the pieces in question almost always referred to specific people, not ceremonies or events. Unless, of course, there was a lot more to the university administration than anyone let on—which, given the paucity of staff pay raises and football victories lately, he doubted.

      Then affairs really became confusing.

      Song number six—Influences Passing Away-—had been the Rolling Stones’ “She’s a Rainbow.” Ron hadn’t a clue what to make of that little bit of Sixties psychedelia, for the simple reason that he’d never heard it before, much less had to deal with it in a reading. He’d have to look it up in dear old Uncle Dion’s concordance, he supposed—when he got the time.

      The next two slots had been filled while he was loading the dishwasher after his hasty breakfast, and had made no more sense than their fellows: Looking Glass’s inane “Brandy” in the place for Influences Coming into Being; and “Goin’ Up the Country,” by Canned Heat, representing his place in the whole affair. Again, the first had nothing to do with his dilemma, though it was about women, so that pattern, at least, still held. And the latter—well, that could mean nearly anything to do with travel. And though it usually implied a northern journey, he went that way a lot anyway, so any relevance to graduation was pretty moot.

      That had left three positions vacant: those signifying Ron’s House, in the sense of his environment; his Hopes and Fears; and, finally, What Will Be.

      He almost couldn’t stand the anticipation, and the first mystery had promptly been solved just as he stepped into the shower—with “It Ain’t Me, Babe,” as rendered by The Turtles. He’d scowled at that, not only because it was another Dylan song, and thus a double alarm, but because its primary meaning exactly fit the title: the denial or ending of a relationship, usually one with—yet again—a woman. He didn’t like that at all. Oh, he had problems with Wendy, of course; but then again, what guy didn’t sometimes find himself at odds with his lady? But he certainly had no desire whatever to dissolve his “association” with pretty Wendy Flowers.

      And position number ten? Hopes and Fears? “House of the Rising Sun,” which was now ending? What could that portend? Well, it generally meant a change of fortune, usually for the worse, possibly even destruction brought about by one’s own shortsighted failure to deal with circumstances as they really were. Typically it carried undercultural overtones.

      It was all very encouraging.

      And pigs could fly!

      “House” was on its final verse now, Eric Burden’s dark-voiced waitings drawing to a despairing close. The next song would be the clincher, the one that would reveal how all the others interacted: the one that represented What Will Be. Ron sighed wearily and decided that he was probably sufficiently steam-cleaned to venture back into the real world for the verdict. He’d give himself one more rinse in hot, then blast himself with a couple of seconds of cold, and step out to meet his prerecorded fate, as naked and wet and confused as when he’d first entered Fortune’s realm.

      Any second now ...

      And then four things happened almost simultaneously.

      The telephone rang.

      The front doorbell chimed.

      In the process of turning off the taps in order to address the first two, Ron missed the cold and damn near scalded himself.

      And in his haste to escape being boiled alive, his flailing left arm smacked against the radio he’d left atop the flush tank and swept it to the floor. It smashed into the black tile with a sickening crunch—and immediately fell silent, its oracle silenced on the verge of its most important pronouncement.

      “What?” Ron shrieked. “No way! No fucking way!”

      For a bare instant he stood as if paralyzed, tom with indecision, while the ringing went on in the living room and the chiming gave way to a pounding in the hallway beyond. Then, as both persisted, he clutched a thick white towel around his hips and bolted for the bathroom door.

      Bbrrrinnnnnggg—as he burst into the adjoining bedroom. That was number three, if he’d counted right, which meant he could still make the front hall on four. The answering machine wouldn’t pick up until six rings had elapsed.

      He snagged his crutch as he passed his dresser—it had been rainy lately, which always made his bum knee hurt, and occasionally go out on him—and sort of bounded-leapt-hopped into the hall, just as number four commenced. A dark shape was clearly visible beyond the frosted glass of the front door, and Ron did not have to resort to arcane measures to determine who it was. He flipped the dead bolt on ring five and, when it opened, stood dripping on the carpet—blinking into the clear blue eyes of a perplexed-looking Wendy Rowers.

      It took his girlfriend no more than a second to assess the situation, whereupon her expression immediately ran a gauntlet from embarrassment through irritation to amusement, on which it finally settled. For Ron’s part, he scarcely knew what to think, since his fricaseed shoulder was still smarting, he needed drying badly, and Wendy had caught him with more than his physical pants down. The omens were incomplete, dammit, their portents yet unpondered. Yet here she was, on the ragged edge of laughing at him (probably at the way he was gaping so stupidly, which expression he immediately altered), obviously dressed for commencement, and him with no decision made about his participation in the dratted affair at all.

      In the adjoining living room, the answering machine whirred and clicked and began unreeling its lengthy spiel.

      “Well,” Wendy giggled, when she regained a semblance of composure, “either I’m extremely early, you’re preposterously late—or your entire house has sprung a leak.” Her eyes twinkled mischievously.

      Ron couldn’t stand it. Pissed though he was at half a dozen things at once, there was no way in the world he could turn that anger on Wendy. Not with her flawless, heart-shaped face aglow with anticipation beneath curly blonde hair obviously fleshly cut and styled, and accented with a white silk rose just oversize enough to be funky. Not with her body slim and impossibly beguiling in an antique green velvet dress (and with the inevitable trademark flowers—this time Art Deco daisies—appliqued around the neck, armholes, and hem). Silver dogwood blossoms Ron had made himself glimmered on her earlobes. She was beautiful: beautiful, and—like her name—too, too fragile for pain.

      “C-come in,” he stammered, backing away to allow her entry, distantly aware that the shoulders of her dress bore dark splotches and that beyond the porch, it was sprinkling. “Sorry—but about a thousand things have gone wrong at exactly the same time.”

      An arched eyebrow lifted delicately, followed by a wrinkling of her perkily turned-up nose. “And are you saying that I’m something wrong, Ron Dillon?” she teased. She wasn’t mad, though, which was fortunate. But Ron wished he knew what she was feeling. Anyone else he could have found out about, because anyone else he could have Listened to. But Wendy was Silent. Wendy Flowers, alone of all women he had ever met, had no Voice.

      He could not even begin to read her thoughts.

      Wendy ducked past him and made her way toward the living room, which opened off the hallway to his right. He followed her—dripping all the way—and arrived exactly as the recorded message ended and whoever had violated his vigil began to dicker with his machine.

      Ron had already determined to ignore the caller until he got his morning reassembled, but he was not prepared for the voice that rasped and crackled from the tinny speaker. Even a bad connection could not disguise his half-brother’s soft, gentle drawl.

      “Uh, hi, Ronny,” the voice began tentatively. “This is Lew. It’s”—a pause—“ten-fifteen. Not that it matters, I guess, since you’re not there to hear this, and all. But...I just wanted to wish you a happy graduation…and”—another pause while the speaker swallowed, as if he were nervous and unsure whether or not to proceed—“and to…to tell you that I need to talk to you real bad about—”

      It had taken Ron a moment to find the portable phone, which was not on the floor by the TV, where he usually left it, but under the sofa where his black tomcat, Matty Groves, had evidently batted it in the night. And during the recovery, he had forsaken both his crutch and his towel, so that he was only marginally drier but quite a bit more bare when he finally managed to push the button that let him talk to his kinsman direct.

      Not that he wanted to, not now. But he had to do something to curtail the conversation lest Lew inadvertently let something slip that he shouldn’t Oh, he’d try to be discreet, Ron knew, since Lew had no way of knowing who might be around when the recording was played back. But his idea of circumspection did not always jibe with Ron’s, especially where family affairs were concerned—and the less Wendy heard about them, the better. They’d been a couple for nearly three years now, and so far he’d managed never to talk to Lew when she was around. But it looked like his luck had finally run out.

      “Hey!” Ron gasped breathlessly. “How’s it goin’?”

      “It goes,” Lew replied noncommittally. His voice had calmed now that he was “live,” but even without the tentative nature of the aborted message, Ron could sense something was wrong. A hint of tension hid among his brother’s words that hadn’t been present the last time they’d conversed, back on Thursday. No, scratch that, it had been there, but subtle, controlled. Job pressure and that sort of thing. Nothing, so Ron had thought, to be concerned about.

      Still, there was no point in rushing things if Lew seemed disinclined. “Sorry I took so long,” Ron mumbled, searching the floor for his towel. “I was in the shower, and—”

      “Uh-huh,” Lew interrupted with what sounded like forced good humor. “More likely you were sacked out with that cute little—”

      “Cool it! For God’s sakes, Cool it!” Ron hissed frantically. “She’s right here, man!” He slid his hand over the receiver and shot a furtive glance at Wendy—who was trying, with little success, to extract the cat from the towel. “Besides,” he added archly, “how do you know she’s cute? You’ve never seen her.”

      “And whose fault is that?”

      Lew had said that in the same casual tone he’d used earlier, but Ron caught the edge of resentment in the words. “I think we both know the answer to that,” he replied tersely. Phone still in hand, he gave up on covering himself and padded across the room to power up the big Sony stereo in hope of catching at least the final bars of the cumulative omen.

      Lew did not answer immediately; then, very softly: “Ronny…I really need to talk to you.”

      “So talk,” Ron mumbled distractedly, spinning knobs and pushing buttons with his free hand. “But make it quick and careful, ’cause now’s not a good time—if you know what I mean.”

      “Why not?”

      “ ’Cause I’ve got company, for one thing, stooge! ’Cause I’m standing in my living room static naked, for another, and ’cause I still haven’t decided whether or not I’m going through with the frigging ceremony, for a third.”

      “You mean you might not?”

      “I’ve got good reason, in case you forgot.”

      “I never forget, man! I live all the time with what you only live with once in a while, and…and…Dammit, Ronny, I just can’t wait any longer!” Lew blurted out, sounding on the verge of tears. “There’re a bunch of things been bugging me for weeks now,” he went on desperately. “Things I haven’t called you about ’cause of your finals, and all. But I’ve got to get at least a couple of ’em off my chest now, or I’ll go bonkers! I’ve been pacing around the house all bloody night trying to decide what to do about...something. Trying to get up enough nerve to ask you about it. And now that I’ve finally called, I...I…dammit, I can’t tell you—not yet. I mean, I want to, but you’re obviously in a hurry and there’s no way I can get into this in a hurry. Except...Ronny, I...need you to come home.”

      Ron left off fiddling with the radio. “You know how I feel about that,” he said coldly.

      “I need you, man.”

      “I’ve needed you, too!” Ron shot back, refusing to relax his guard, now that it had been triggered. “And where were you?”

      “You know where—where I always am. Always and forever.” Lew sounded absolutely miserable.

      “That again, huh?”

      “It’s not an again with me, man; it’s ongoing.”

      “But why call now?” Ron sighed in exasperation, once more spinning dials. (Where the hell was 96 Rock?)

      “I told you…I just now got up enough nerve to ask the favor I did.”

      “Nothing else?”

      “Well...Grandma’s traveling again, if that makes any difference. She left last night.”

      “It should mean you can speak freely.” Ron had found the station now, but only caught the last few bars of the song—not enough to pin it down, which griped him royally.

      “It’s ironic, isn’t it?” Lew said bitterly, reclaiming Ron’s attention.

      “What?”

      “That I can have every thing I want—except freedom. And—”

      “Lew,” Ron inserted flatly: “Whatever’s bugging you can obviously wait, or you’d have gone ahead and spilled it whether you intended to or not. So I tell you what: I’ll call you back after…after the ceremony. Then you can tell me all about it.”

      “No,” Lew whispered sadly. “I can’t. You’ll have to come up here.”

      “Lew, I...”

      “Come. Please.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Please?”

      “Maybe.”

      A pause; then, very softly: “I’m sorry I can’t be there, bro. But congratulations. And you know I mean that.”

      “Thanks. Take care…bro.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Bye.”

      “Catch you.”

      “Right.” And with that, Ron punched the button that turned off the phone.

      Wendy looked up at him inquiringly. “That your brother?”

      “Yep,” Ron replied, scowling. He recovered his towel and wrapped it around his hips with a flourish.

      “What’d he want?”

      “Nothing that can’t wait. Uh, what was the name of that song? The one I just caught the tail end of.”

      “ ‘It’s the End of the World as We Know It’—I think that’s the title. It’s by R.E.M.—that I know for sure.” Ron’s heart skipped a beat. He flopped down in the overstuffed chair in the corner, the one he always thought of as his throne. “Oh great,” he grunted sarcastically, digging his fingers into the thick red velvet arms. “That’s just wonderful.”

      Wendy’s expression shifted from confusion to concern. She rose and joined him, slipping onto his lap. “What’s wrong, sweetums?” she murmured.

      Ron shrugged listlessly. Wendy did not know about the Tarot. She did not know about magic or Luck or Listening. She did not know he was anything more than he appeared to be: a nice, bright, middle-sized white boy—good-looking in a Kevin Baconish way—who just happened to be richer than most, and a hell of a lot more driven and creative. No way she’d understand the portent of a song with a title like that. Not when it occupied the last position in a reading. Shoot, he didn’t know what to make of it himself—except that something was definitely up. Some dreadful shift of circumstance, he feared, if the omens were to be believed. Something he would not be able to avoid. But at least he now knew who the magic man was. It was obvious, given the phone call: it was his brother, Lew.

      Wendy bent over and licked his ear. “What’s wrong?” she repeated.

      “What’s not?” he grumbled sourly.

      “Well, we’re graduating in a couple of hours. That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “In the abstract, yes; in actuality, I doubt it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ron took her hand, studied it: the petal-soft skin, the fine bones. “I’m…I’m not going.”

      Wendy stiffened. “But why? It’s a big deal, Ron. A big deal for you and a big deal for me.”

      “Yeah, I know that, love; but—”

      “But what?”

      “It’s gonna rain,” he told her lamely. “I’m, uh, not keen on sitting in the middle of Sanford Stadium in a soggy cap and gown.”

      “They’ll move it to the coliseum, then.”

      An eyebrow lifted wryly. “Not good enough, huh?” Wendy shook her head. “No.”

      “Okay, so how ’bout if I told you I didn’t want to drive? I mean, parking’s gonna be a bitch; and the T-Bird’s in the shop, so I’ll have to take the Centauri, which means there’ll be crowds slobbering all over it like there always are; and

      I’m afraid it’ll get dinged up; and—”

      Once more Wendy shook her head. “I’ll drive. So scratch objection number two.”

      “My knee hurts?”

      “Better, but that’s never stopped you from anything you wanted to do.”

      “How ’bout if I just said I didn’t, like crowds?”

      Wendy regarded him coolly. “Better, because it’s more honest. But you wouldn’t be telling me anything I didn’t know. You won’t go to games, won’t go to concerts—and apparently won’t even go to our own graduation.”

      “Yeah, but you know why that is: the thing about crowds, and all.”

      “They give you headaches...so you say.”

      “Damned right. Killer ones.”

      “Which you won’t get seen about.”

      “Because it would do no good.”

      “And because they give you a convenient excuse to avoid whatever you want, and—” She paused, then: “Ronny, isn’t it worth a headache to make me happy once in a while?” Ron took a deep breath. “Well, they’re a lot worse than you can possibly imagine, to start with, so you’re asking a lot more than you think you are; but no, it’s not that, not at all. It’s got nothing to do with you, in fact; it’s just that...oh, jeeze, girl; why is it such a big deal? I mean, why don’t we both just hang out here for the rest of the day? I’m sure we could find something to do.”

      For the first time since he had known her, Wendy’s eyes flashed fire. “Because I’m sick of being a nonperson,” she flared. “Because I’m sick of not having any past beyond three years ago. Hearing my name called would make me more a person ...”

      “Bullshit. You’re a perfectly fine person.”

      “With no memory.”

      “With selective amnesia.”

      “Who thinks rites of passage are important,” she countered, shifting to her scholarly persona. “Who thinks rituals give structure to our lives, and that it’s the decline of those rituals that’s made people so listless and unfocused these days.”

      For a long moment Ron remained silent, simply holding her hand. He didn’t want to hurt her. But he couldn’t go, dammit; couldn’t. Not already predisposed against it, and now with something screwy going on with Lew that he needed to resolve.

      “This has something to do with that phone call, doesn’t it?” Wendy asked suddenly.

      Ron nodded. “Somewhat. Lew told me some...troubling things. I need to do some hard thinking.”

      “Anything you can talk about?”

      “ ’Fraid not. You know how that is.”

      “I know how you want it to be, which isn’t the same thing.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “He wants you to go up there, doesn’t he? I figured out that much from the part I heard.”

      Ron did not reply.

      “He does, doesn’t he?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And are you going?”

      A shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t want to, that’s for sure…but I’m afraid...that I may have to.”

      “So? Why don’t you just do it? We’re both through with school for a while. We could—”

      Ron shook his head. “Not we, Wendy, I. I’m not even sure I’m gonna do it yet...but I think...something tells me I’d better.”

      “But I want to go! You’ve never taken me home with you, not once!”

      “That’s because I haven’t been home but once since we met.”

      “Which is all the more reason we should go now,” Wendy countered quickly. “It’s such a rare occurrence, I’m afraid I’ll never get another chance!”

      “You’re not missing a thing.” Ron assured her. “Welch County’s just about the dullest place on earth.”

      “It produced you, didn’t it?”

      “Not in any real sense! I’m from Florida, remember? I only spent senior year there. And that wasn’t by choice, I guarantee you.”

      “Well, I hear the scenery’s great!”

      Another shrug. “Wo better than the counties to either side, and we’ve been to both of them—lots of times.”

      “All of which makes me even more curious. I can’t help but think that you’re hiding something.”

      “You can think what you want,” Ron replied wearily. “But the fact is... It’s just that... I don’t like going up there. It hurts too much, I guess.”

      Wendy bit her lip, then exhaled slowly. “I know about your mom,” she said softly. “I know you saw her die. And I know that had to have been tough. But that was a long time ago. There has to have been some healing since then.”

      “Not enough. Not nearly enough.”

      “But you’re going anyway…?”

      “Because my brother practically begged me to, and because he sounded so desperate that I don’t think I have any choice but to go.”

      “You guys are close, aren’t you?”

      Ron nodded. “Close as...as brothers, I guess—with all that implies.”

      “Which means you’ll do stuff for him you won’t do for your girlfriend?”

      “Which means I’ll do stuff for him I won’t do for anyone else on this planet!”

      Wendy looked pensive for a moment. “So...if he wants to see you so bad,” she began tentatively, “and since you don’t like going where he is...then why doesn’t he just come down here?”

      Once again, Ron fell silent. Wendy wasn’t usually this inquisitive—which was one of her many virtues. But even this sort of light-duty drilling about his brother had not occurred before, and he wasn’t sure how to handle it. He didn’t want to lie, but the truth defied simple explanation. And if he wasn’t careful, he’d really open up a smelly kettle of fish.

      Finally he simply said, “He can’t.”

      “But why?”

      “Because…because he’s got a weird kinda phobia that makes it impossible for him to travel much. If he leaves home for more than a few hours at a time, he gets really wired. More than that, and he goes completely psycho.”

      “Must be contagious, then,” Wendy muttered, much more sarcastically than was her wont.

      “Huh?”

      “Well, none of your family’s coming, are they? Why’s that? Are they psychos, too? Or gorillas, or vampires, or what?”

      “Possibly, no, and not that I know of,” Ron shot back. He was on the absolute verge of pointing out that none of her kin would be attending, either, when he remembered exactly why that was.

      For Wendy Flowers was the recipient of one of Fate’s crueler double whammies: she was both an orphan and an amnesiac. She had no memory at all before three summers ago when she’d attracted his attention at An Exxon station a few miles south of Macon, Georgia. It had been late August; and rising sophomore Ron had been returning to Athens from visiting Uncle Dion down at good old Homestead Federal Pen. And there she’d been: a pretty girl in a new white Toyota Celica—crying her eyes out and looking like she’d just seen about half a dozen ghosts. She remembered nothing. Nothing, she’d insisted, until she’d found herself driving up I-7S with the backseat and trunk stuffed full of four suitcases of new clothes, and one box each of books; cassette tapes; housewares; kitchen supplies—and potted plants. Oh, Mid there was also a key to a brand-new apartment in Athens, a set of registration forms that identified her as an entering freshman, completed and approved paperwork on two very lucrative multiyear scholarships, a thousand dollars in cash, two bank cards, and the address of a recently deceased Charleston psychologist who had evidently been utterly unsuccessful in plugging the holes in her memory either by helping her reawaken them herself, or through the efforts of the private detective he had subsequently hired. Ron had retained one, too, once they became a couple (as they quickly had)—to as little effect, and had even flirted with using Listener connections via brother Lew. He’d stopped pushing the matter, though, when Wendy proved more concerned with building a future than uncovering her past. Which was fortunate, because as far as anyone could tell, she had no past beyond a conveniently defunct South Carolina orphanage, S.A.T. scores (and good ones at that, though she had no high school transcripts, courtesy of botched computer files), and an assortment of addresses that had all led to post office boxes or more incomplete files. As far as the world was concerned, she hadn’t existed before three years ago.

      But it was also true that she was smart as a whip (she was, after all, finishing college in three years, courtesy of regular overloads), and beyond having no personal past to speak of, her mind was a veritable sponge of information. Her grades were fine; and there was nothing wrong with her ability to reason or recall post-trauma facts. It was only when she pushed beyond the three-year limit that she found an impenetrable wall. It didn’t bother her, officially—-or only once in a while, like now. Except that Ron knew it did. A lot.

      And he had nearly exacerbated it again! He smiled what he hoped would be sufficient apology for his tone and squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I just can’t. I know you want to go—want to prowl around in my roots since…since you don’t have any of your own. But there’s just nothing you can gain by going with me. I won’t be happy, so I won’t be good company. And the only thing that is good for me up there is my brother, and if he and I get to talking about things you don’t know about, and folks you never heard of, and all, you’d get really bored.”

      “But that’s what I want,” Wendy wailed. “I want to hear those little things you guys talk about, ‘cause they’re the kinds of things you never talk about around me!”

      “Because I don’t like talking about ‘em!” Ron countered. “And ‘cause Lew’s the only person I can talk about ‘em to—and I won’t feel free to do that with you there.”

      “More of those family secrets, huh?”

      “Not like you’re thinking.”

      “But what could be worse than what I already know?”

      “Lots.”

      “Worse than being put up for adoption ‘cause your mom was pregnant by two different men at once and didn’t want you ever to find out about it?” Wendy snapped. “Worse than falling off a diving board and trashing your knee so that you could never dive competitively again? Worse than having your foster folks get killed on their way to the hospital to check up on you? Worse than having to leave all your old friends and move to a new school and then finding out your adopted mom’s actually your real mom, and then losing her, too? Jesus Christ, Ron; what kind of stuff can’t you talk about?”

      “Lots, okay? So can we just drop it? I mean, is that okay with you?”

      Wendy did not answer, and Ron was sure he’d gone too far. He was being a jerk. But he also knew that it would be a mistake of the worst order to take Wendy home with him. Amnesiac or not, she wasn’t stupid. And no matter how discreet he and Lew were, there was no way she’d not come back loaded down with questions. Even if she didn’t ask them, he’d know they were there, simmering in the back of her mind, ready to trip him up if he didn’t watch every word and deed like a hawk.

      But instead, Wendy bit her lip and tried to smile, and said, “Well, at least think about it, okay? I really do want to go. And I really don’t think you’ve ever given me a good reason why I can’t. I’ll still be your girlfriend if you go without me. But I’ll also be hurt as hell—and you can take that however you want to.”

      “I will, too,” Ron sighed.

      Wendy stood, and he noticed, to his surprise, that she was shaking. Tears glistened in her eyes. He felt like a cad. He’d never hurt her before—shoot, they’d barely even had a fight. And here, now, on what should be one of the biggest days of her life, he was letting her down.

      “We’ll...talk about it,” he said finally.

      “And what about graduation?”

      Ron shook his head. “I can’t...I just can’t.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “I’m sorry, but...yeah. I’ve got a headache, I guess. One of those headaches.” He rested his head on the back of the chair and closed his eyes. God, how he hated this, having to lie to his lady—though, in fact, he could feel a garden-variety throbber coming on. But it was a real pill trying to maintain the facade of normalcy when things were not, never mind having to contrive mundane excuses for acts that had their origin…somewhere else. It would help if he could, just once, Hear what Wendy was thinking. But unlike any other woman he had ever known, he could not. That was one of the things that had attracted him to her in the first place. That, and the fact that she was pretty and trusted him and did not, so far as he could tell, want anything out of him at all.

      But he wished he knew, dammit; he wished he knew!

      Without really intending it, he took the three deep breaths that triggered a very light trance. That accomplished, he entered that place only his kind could go: the Realm of the Winds, where thoughts—what folks like him called Voices—could be heard, and emotions read like novels. And once there, he focused his attention on Wendy, and Listened.

      And found, as he always did, a vast echoing emptiness where her memories, her feelings, her very soul, ought to be. There was no ego at all, no self shouting its needs into the Winds. But there was something new this time that both surprised and troubled him.

      For the first time in the three years he had known her, that emptiness was occupied! This time, very faintly, he caught one image—or feeling—or thought; one was never quite certain which. It was a ghost, really; the merest wavering hint of a Voice. But that Voice was proclaiming one thing in words that were beyond language: it was repeating over and over that Wendy loved him.

      But when he eased his consciousness back into its more accustomed place an instant later, he was alone. The radio was playing “Take a Giant Step.” He had not heard Wendy leave.
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      Brandy Hall

      Saturday, June 19—early afternoon

      It was probably fortunate that she was running wildly behind schedule and that Atlanta was a solid two-hour drive to the south, Brandy thought sourly, else there was a good chance she’d be wanted for murder by now.

      Specifically, she would cheerfully have hanged every single TV weatherperson in Georgia’s largest city from the ridgepole of Brandy Hall—assuming, of course, that she had a ridgepole, which (since the great hall, which was the only room that was even supposed to have one, still lacked most of one wall) she did not. It might even be worth it, too—certainly it would have given her considerable satisfaction to have succumbed to her more primal instincts when she had first drawn back her bedroom curtains and peered outside that morning.

      It was raining: pouring in heavy pulses, like endless curtains of silver beads being bounced up and down across the landscape—doubtless by those selfsame vengeful deities that had so inflamed her fancy the day before.

      Raining.

      When all three major networks plus two of Ted Turner’s and The Weather Channel had unanimously promised that daylight would bring a continuation of the clear skies that had finally given her a chance to make reasonable headway on her house during the last few days.

      Raining.

      Son-of-a-bitchin’ rain.

      Brandy sniffed loudly and straightened from where she’d been alternately pounding fractured slabs of collapsed concrete footings into manageable chunks and flinging those same fragments as far into the monsoon as her scarce-abated ire could manage. Something clammy and rough brushed her head as she came full erect, and she started so violently, she almost lost her grip on the sledgehammer she’d been wielding with such grim aplomb for more than three hours. “Shit fire!” she yipped, aiming a particularly baleful glare up at the dangerously sagging center of the tarpaulin she’d jury-rigged between a pair of makeshift poles and the nearest library wall to keep the worst of the rain off her head and out of the trenches while she attempted to reexcavate them. A sharp upward poke at the offending bulge with the handle of the hammer unleashed twin waterfalls from opposite sides of the canvas square, both of which immediately declared themselves rivers-in-training and made muddy beelines toward the growing lake around her sodden feet—which promptly sank another inch.

      “Shit-fucking-fire! Enough of this shit!” she shouted to the storm. She dropped the hammer (which promptly splashed her jeans to midthigh), wiped her hands on the tail of her filthy T-shirt (no buckskin and feathers today), and stalked off in search of shelter. Her sneakers—cheap old Sears items she wore only in bad weather—squished smugly as she crossed the few yards to the west entrance to the library.

      Once there, she snagged a black plastic thermos bottle from a gaping window niche, poured the last of the morning’s Maxwell House into another of her seemingly endless horde of handmade mugs, and flopped up against the cinder-block wall to contemplate her day’s endeavors.

      Not much, she conceded, surveying the half-drowned landscape between herself and the woods. Most of what she could see was lonely islands of cinder blocks, sand, and plastic-shrouded lumber poking up from a sea of tan-brown mud, where they weren’t actually inundated by equally murky water. And straight ahead was the gaping hole that, along with the twin ditches that intersected it at ninety degrees, two days ago had cruelly pretended to be finished foundations—and one day later had resembled the late, unlamented Berlin Wall, complete with fractures, fissures, and her own irate spray-can graffiti reading, “Fuck you, too!” Except that the Wall hadn’t actually sagged into the ground, as her foot-high edifice had so inconveniently done.

      Nor had it mysteriously fractured even further the previous night.

      She scowled in disgust and took an absent sip, wincing at the bitterness of the beverage, which she took black. Maybe she really should consider offing the state’s crop of meteorologists. Certainly the clerestory windows in the more complete side of the nearby great hall would make dandy scaffolds. She could dangle a weatherman from each Gothic arch and leave ‘em there for the buzzards to snack on. It would be very Celtic—and, if she tortured them correctly, American Indian, too.

      Though now she thought of it, maybe a sun dance would be more appropriate—or at least more positive. Not that she knew how to do any such thing; her mother hadn’t had much truck with such foolishness, and it wasn’t Cherokee, anyway—or Celtic. But at least that would be accentuating the positive, not wallowing in the negative. That’s what her tobacco-baron grandpa—the one who had set up the trust fund that was paying for her house and keeping her afloat—would have said: “Now, Brandy-girl,” he’d have drawled between puffs of the cigarettes that would eventually kill him, “It don’t do no good to dwell on bad things. The thing to dwell on is how to make bad things better.”

      Brandy gnawed her lip. Maybe he was right. Maybe she was enjoying her misery a mite too much. Maybe—

      She paused on the border of repondering a certain few perplexing somethings she had overpondered that morning already. A sound had fought its way through the white-noise thuddings of the raindrops to invade her ear: something mechanical and rapidly approaching. And by the time she had grabbed her jeans jacket and sloshed her way through the great hall and the foyer to the likelier (and drier) vantage point of the sheltered arcade that spanned the front between the two southern towers, she knew what it was.

      A blue Toyota four-wheel-drive station wagon was alternately lurching and sliding along behind the last fringe of hickories between the clearing and the rutted pigtrail that was also her official driveway; and even through the rain she could make out the blue and white door decal that identified it as one of the rural carriers for the ever unreliable United States Postal Service—late as usual, but for once, she didn’t care.

      Today, she admitted resignedly, she didn’t really have the heart to work, anyway—especially as it now looked as if she was not only going to receive mail, but have company as well.

      The vehicle squirmed to a halt (nowhere near her actual mailbox, which was up by the main highway a quarter mile away). The near-side door squeaked open. Rain-obscured movement inside blossomed into a large red and black umbrella that tilted at a forty-five-degree angle toward her to more effectively fend off the latest squall. The galoshes and jeans that comprised the visible part of the body beneath paused by the wagon’s front fender, as if their owner was uncertain whether to tend right toward the trailer or left toward the house.

      Brandy solved that problem instantly.

      “Weedge!” she hollered hoarsely. “Over here!”

      The figure spun in place, revealing a flash of female features beneath a dark green raincoat and hood, then marched decisively in her direction—the purposeful precision of which maneuver was spoiled by the last two yards being executed in a series of staggers, slips, arm flails, and slides that would have ended with the unfortunate public servant on her fanny in the mud had Brandy not stuck out her non-coffee-wielding arm to steady her.

      “Thanks,” the mailwoman grunted, stomping onto the dry concrete of the arcade. “Jesus! Where the hell did this crap come from?” She turned to confront the downpour, inserted her umbrella at its very fringe, and spun it quickly, drying it faster than even the huge droplets could soak it again, then folded it and tucked it into the corner between the center wall and the southwest tower. Without a word, she reached out, deftly removed the mug from Brandy’s hand, and drank from it gratefully.

      Brandy waited patiently while her visitor drained the cup and shucked out of her mac, revealing the somewhat bedraggled form of a tall, dark-haired woman, even more wirily slim than she was. She looked girlish in spite of it, though, and had Brandy not known for a fact that Weedge was thirty-nine, she would have sworn she was no more than twenty-five. Typical of rural carriers, too, she was wearing no more uniform than new (though water-darkened and mud-spattered) jeans and a plain black sweatshirt. They’d been nodding acquaintances since Brady had moved to the county (reasonable enough, given Weedge’s job), but their friendship was new, begun barely two weeks before when they’d met at an exhibit of Brandy’s wildlife paintings in the gallery down in Cordova. Weedge had bought one. They’d talked, discovered they had a common interest in hunting and herb lore, and shared bad experiences when it came to men. The rest was history.

      Brandy inclined her head toward the sodden gray world beyond the nearest of the three archways. “Don’t blame this on me! I like working in this kinda stuff about as much as you like driving around in it! Now, let me guess, you’ve finished your rounds and your car’s overheating, so you’ve stopped by here to let it cool off awhile.” Weedge grinned broadly, which made her narrow face look even younger. “That’s what I’m gonna tell ‘em back at the P.O., anyway.”

      “Figured as much,” Brandy chuckled, attempting to refill the cup before remembering the thermos was empty and setting it down in disgust. “Wish I had that good an excuse for doing nothing.”

      “A friggin’ monsoons not enough?” Weedge/snorted.

      “Christ, gal, I figured even you’d stay inside on a day like this!”

      Brandy shook her head and slumped against the wall, sliding down the rough surface until she was hunched up on the floor with her arms across her knees. A prickle of rain tickled her cheek even there, but she ignored it. “Can’t afford to, not since the dratted foundation collapsed—I told you about that, right?”

      Weedge nodded solemnly, then squatted in turn and began rifling through the mound of raincoats. “Five minutes after you discovered it—and a finer string of curses I’ve not heard since you and me watched that Eddie Murphy video.”

      Brandy sighed. “It really is a bitch.”

      Another nod. “I know, Bran, I know. But”—she broke off and attacked another portion of the raincoat—“maybe this’ll make you feel better.” Whereupon she twisted around on her heels and held out two bags—one a standard brown grocery item, the other a much larger plastic garbage type—both bunched together at the top.

      Brandy eyed her warily. “Am I supposed to choose, or what?”

      Weedge’s eyes glinted girlishly. “Nope, they’re both for you—one’s your mail, the other’s…maybe you’d better check; I’d hate to spoil the surprise.”

      An eyebrow lifted in delicate bemusement, but Brandy snatched the bags, setting the smaller, lighter one on the sandy concrete beside her. The other brow went up inquiringly as she began unrolling its fellow. “I’m not gonna get bit, am I?”

      “That’s for you to find out,” Weedge countered quickly. “Though my guess is that you’d be more likely to do the biting.”

      Brandy shot her friend a quick, but well-tempered, glare, and reached inside without looking. Her fingers brushed the slick coolness of plastic wrapping, and she drew out the topmost of two smaller packages.

      It contained a variety of yellowish shelf fungi Brandy wasn’t familiar with. “Am I supposed to eat these or poison folks with ‘em?” she asked pointedly, when a bout of unsealing and sniffing had told her nothing except that they

      smelled pungent and earthy—and very, very tempting.

      “Whichever,” Weedge shot back cryptically. “ ’Course, what I’d do is sauté ’em in butter and serve ’em with a side of tenderloin, preferably of the venison variety.”

      “And invite a certain friend to dinner? Maybe I’ll do that,” Brandy laughed. She stowed the fungi beside the bag of mail and made a second assault on the parcel.

      What she found was soft and heavy, and she had a little trouble dragging it out, finally ripping the outer bag in her eagerness. She suppressed a little cry when she saw the limp, dark-feathered shape the bundle contained.

      “A hawk!” she crowed: “It’s a goddamned red-tailed hawk.” Then, more suspiciously, “You didn’t kill this, did you?”

      Weedge looked scandalized and shook her head vigorously. “No way! That was a road kill I found just past the foot of the mountain. I knew you were into feathers and stuff, so I figured maybe hawk plumes might be harder to come by than some, what with ‘em being protected species, and all; so I—”

      Brandy did not let her finish, but flung herself impulsively forward to give her friend a rough, awkward hug. “I guess you like it,” Weedge gasped shakily.

      “I guess I do.”

      “So what’re you gonna do with it?”

      Brandy shrugged in the midst of examining her still flexible prize. “I dunno—yet. Maybe make some more earrings, or use the claws on a pair of rattles, or something.” She unfolded a wing and pressed it against the sooty hair just above her left ear. “Shoot, I might even make a magic helmet; what d’you think? It won’t go to waste, believe me.”

      “Does anything?” Then, when Brandy showed no sign of abandoning her new toy: “Aren’t you gonna check your mail?”

      “There’s mail?” Brandy replied with an air of mock incredulity. “You give me a hawk, and you want to talk about mere letters!”

      “There is an outside world,” Weedge noted ruefully. “There is?”

      Weedge nodded solemnly. “So I’m told.”

      Brandy sighed expressively, laid the hawk aside, and reached for the other bag. “Am I the only person around here who gets her mail in plain brown wrappers?”

      “The only one I can talk about—the only one I’m inclined to give presents to, anyway.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “Not that I know of. Then again, I’m not supposed to know anything except that the address is correct.”

      Brandy did not reply, but quickly sorted through the pile. She eliminated the circulars immediately, saved those local enough to include usable coupons. The county paper, the Witness, she also set aside. The remainder included copies of Fine Homebuilding, Mother Earth News, and Foxfire, some sort of memorandum from the Welch County Board of Education; a letter from one of her college friends; and the expected weekly gossip sheet from her mom. She tucked the last two into her jacket pocket and contemplated the single remaining item.

      It was a heavy, legal-sized envelope made of thick, obviously expensive ivory paper. She studied it curiously, noting that the neatly calligraphed address simply gave her residence as Brandy Hall, Cordova, Georgia. There was no Zip Code and no return, but there was a local postmark, and a slight roughness on the backside indicating a seal there. She turned it over, but had to squint to read the embossing: Lewis Welch, Esq., Cardalba Hall, Cordova, Georgia. Once again, there was no Zip.

      “Open it,” Weedge urged eagerly, her eyes twinkling mischievously.

      Brandy’s eyebrows lifted again, but she slitted the top edge with her one sufficiently long nail.

      It contained a folded sheet of paper, identical to the thick parchment of the envelope. Opened, it read, in the same calligraphed hand:

      
        
        LEWIS WELCH MASTER OF CARDALBA PLANTATION INVITES YOU AND ALL YOUR KIN AND COMPANIONS TO

        THE ANNUAL MIDSUMMER CELEBRATION

        OF

        ANOTHER PROSPEROUS YEAR FOR WELCH COUNTY TO BE HELD (AS USUAL) IN FOUNDERS’ PARK ON

        MONDAY, JUNE 21 REFRESHMENTS AND ENTERTAINMENT PROVIDED EVERYONE WILL BE THERE NO R.S.V.P.

      

      

      
        
        Underneath, a different but obviously masculine hand had added,

        Sorry to be so late with this, but sometimes new folks get lost in the shuffle. We really do need to get better acquainted. Wear what you want, the funkier the better, and prepare to eat a lot. If you have any questions, just ask anybody local. Looking forward to it.

      

      

      
        
        Lew

      

      

      Brandy refolded the invitation and stuffed it back into the envelope. She looked at Weedge hopefully. “So…have you been here long enough to know what this is all about?”

      Weedge responded with a listless shrug. “Almost a year. Will that do?”

      “If it gives you knowledge to salve my ignorance.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Weedge chuckled: “But what I do know is that every year around this time the Welches throw a big catered bash for the whole county, and I do mean bash: food like you wouldn’t believe—everything from Iranian caviar, lobster salad, and sushi, to venison stew, hominy grits, and chitlins; and drinks from Coke through moonshine to hundred-buck-a-bottle champagne. Dolly Parton played there once; so did the Black Crowes; so did R.E.M. and Wet.”

      Brandy regarded her dubiously. “And it’s free?”

      “Absolutely. I think it’s a tax write-off, or something. You do know who the Welches are, don’t you?” she added suddenly.

      Brandy glanced at her friend askance. “Is this the same Lewis Welch who’s on the school board? Young guy—almost pretty?”

      “The very same. Why?”

      Brandy did not reply. That was about the millionth time since she’d moved to Welch County that she’d heard mention of the powerful clan that had first settled the area somewhere around the end of the eighteenth century. As far as she could tell, they practically controlled the place: owned vast tracts of prime bottom land, as well as the bank, insurance agency, two real estate companies, the newspaper, and various other businesses, including the sawmill that cut her lumber—most of which they managed through nonfamily surrogates, presumably to maintain as low a profile as possible. In fact, now she considered it, she’d never actually seen but two Welches, and wasn’t sure there were any more. One was an old lady—Martha, she thought her name was. She was supposed to be quite a traveler, but Brandy had only encountered her once: the day she’d arrived. They’d met briefly in the Registrar’s office at the courthouse, where Brandy was signing up to vote. From what she’d overheard, Martha had been planning another of her overseas jaunts and was making certain she wouldn’t be up for jury duty any time soon.





