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Federal Prison, Homestead Air Force Base, Homestead, Florida


      
Monday, February 19—9:30 A.M.


      Dion Welch read auguries in rock and roll like some people read Tarot cards, and in very much the same manner. It was a far bigger “deck,” of course, and of necessity expanding all the time; but during the twenty years since he had finished law school, he had taken to affixing specific meanings to particular songs, in certain contexts—and had discovered that the first song he heard on a given day almost always set the tone for the subsequent twenty-four hours. All he had to do then was note the next ten tunes as they came up, consider them in relation to the classic Celtic cross spread of the Tarot, and voila a pretty good notion of how the day was going to progress.

      The day he’d been convicted, for instance, the first song he’d heard was Elvis’s “Jailhouse Rock,” followed immediately by Sam Cooke’s “Chain Gang” and Hendrix’s rendition of “All Along the Watchtower.” Those three, especially in that conjunction, had been more than sufficient to give him a pretty fair idea of his impending fate—which reality had subsequently borne out.

      For Dion Welch, LL.D. (University of Florida, class of 1970), Ph.D. (ditto, 1971) was also a convicted embezzler and (some said) thief. That the crime which had engendered the financial investigations that had wrought his downfall—spiriting a certain Jacksonville millionaire’s favorite genetically engineered sow to Dion’s Fernandina estate for a six-month vacation, during which interlude Dion had coincidentally caused a remarkable litter to be sired on her by his own prizewinning boar, before returning her (womb and pedigree intact, if not inviolate)—was essentially victimless, had not seemed to matter to a probably purchased jury. (The Lord of the Pigs had inconveniently been the brother-in-law of a well-known state senator, whose interest in the affair Dion had, unhappily, seriously miscalculated.) There were limits, it seemed, to even Welch-clan money, power, and influence.

      That, Dion had discovered most bitterly.

      Still, things could have been worse. He was in a very upscale federal prison, for one thing, meaning he had decent quarters, acceptable meals, adequate facilities, and a reasonable amount of freedom he had manipulated into a number of exclusive perks. And for the last several weeks, he’d even had no roommate—which, if his good fortune held (and it probably would, since he had considerable influence in such matters), might possibly be a long-term situation. Especially as he was in all regards a model prisoner and was bucking hard for a speedy parole.

      For the moment, though, he had other concerns.

      He had known when his eyes popped open just past midnight, with some distant sleeper’s anguished, nightmare cries still echoing faintly in his ears, that unless he missed his guess a major revelation was almost certainly going to find its way to him come morning. He could not say how he knew, for it did not pay to be too analytical about such things; but Dion had learned enough in his forty-four years to place implicit trust in certain sorts of hunches. It was a skill he had—or an art; one of several possible manifestations of what the senior members of his family had always simply called “luck.”

      In any event, he’d checked his watch, confirmed it was past midnight, and flicked on the radio. The hourly weather report was just ending on WYFX Miami, which meant he’d be able to catch the next song in its entirety—an important consideration. He’d waited expectantly through two minutes of commercials, then caught the first dark chords of that day’s Significator. the Animals’ “We Gotta Get Outta This Place.”

      He’d stopped listening after that, too absorbed in pondering the tune’s implications—for the first song determined the subject of the rest of the reading. Thus, he had known immediately that whatever was lighting up the psychic circuit boards did not refer to him. That song, with its theme of adolescent dissatisfaction, implied the yearnings of a young man—which, in spite of his looks, Dion no longer was. Other tunes had reinforced that notion: the Chambers Brothers’ “Time Has Come Today” covering whoever the reading was about, and David Bowie’s “Changes” in the slot for What Lies Ahead. The Doors’s “The End” in position ten, signifying What Will Be in the Celtic cross, had been the clincher. For that shamanistic anthem signaled in no uncertain terms the passing of one phase of a young man’s life and the beginning of a very different other. Never mind that it was also rife with sexual innuendo of the most incestuous kind—which was also something Dion knew a bit about.

      The upshot of it all was that he had become so intrigued by the accumulating weirdness that he’d violated his own long-standing prohibition and started collecting a second series of tunes as soon as an appropriate Significator to represent himself (Dion’s “Where or When,” as it transpired—which could have hardly been more obvious, which in turn meant this was gonna be a biggie) cycled around the next morning.

      That sequence had been full of threats, cautions, and foreboding—and was still unfolding when events began to overtake expectation.

      The song for What Lies Ahead—Cher’s “Dark Lady”—had just begun when Dion heard footsteps approaching from the corridor outside.

      Even without the musical premonition Dion would have known one set belonged to a woman simply from analyzing her tread. The pace was rapid but controlled, indicating a style of hurry atypical of masculine ambulation; and the material comprising the soles made a sharper slap than any man’s shoe leather would have produced—never mind that it was accented with a click of heel and that the force that drove those smack-clicks was insufficient for most men’s weight.

      There was a man with her, of course: Warden Wheeler, if he’d caught the rhythm right. (And the latest cut, Cream’s “Crossroads,” was very coincidentally off an album called Wheels of Fire—which in turn reinforced the omens predicting change.)

      The footsteps slowed a short way off to the left, and Dion dialed the radio down to the merest whisper and relocated himself from his chair to his bunk, pausing only to add a black T-shirt and a pair of socks to the ragged jeans he was already wearing. A glance in the mirror on the white enameled wall showed him passably presentable, if perhaps more artfully unkempt than was the norm for middle-aged inmates. Still, the effect would probably put him in good stead with a female visitor: his hair black and thick and spiky (though shorter, of necessity, than he would have preferred); his features angular and slightly dissolute, perfectly matching his elegantly lean body. And his eyes, which were the key to any woman’s heart—they were dark blue and held a feral sparkle that hinted at too many drugs, too much expensive alcohol. Too much sex.

      Except that he had never indulged either of the first two vices, and the latter only when convenient, preferring the giddy madness of his own brilliant mind at play. And he was certain it was going to get a major league workout real soon.

      By looking through the bars instead of at them, Dion saw the warden—sure enough, it was Wheeler—and the woman before they saw him.

      Wheeler mumbled something, the woman nodded; keys rattled in the lock, and Dion found himself sharing his cell with a remarkably attractive dark-haired woman in her midthirties, dressed in a severe business suit that did not complement the soft curves of her face.

      “I’m Alice Bartlett,” she announced primly, meeting his eyes with a challenging glare that suggested she had dealt with criminals far less innocuous than his own country-club variety. “I’m with Roberts, Owens, Michaels, and Stevens—”

      “—Attorneys at Law,” Dion finished. “Juries found for my clients over yours seventy-eight percent of the time.” He indicated his still-warm chair. “I’m afraid the accommodations aren’t what you’re accustomed to,” he added, sparing a wink for the warden looming outside, “but do sit down.”

      Ms. Bartlett grimaced, but accepted Dion’s offer and sat staring at him narrowly, as if deciding whether to speak to him or bite him.

      “Dion Welch at your service.” Dion grinned. “I suppose you knew that.”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t attack women either, at least not when I’m guarded.”

      “I didn’t think you did.”

      “Pigs are more my thing, actually.”

      Ms. Bartlett’s glare intensified. “So I’m informed.”

      “Ah, so you’ve seen my record?”

      “Yes—what’s left of it. There seem to have been…deletions.”

      “Power failures in the midst of transcriptions, so I’ve heard. And a number of suspicious fires—affecting far more records than mine, I might add.”

      “Still very convenient, I’d say.”

      “So would I.”

      The woman uncrossed, then recrossed her legs. “I’ll get right to the point, Mr. Welch: I believe you once arranged for the adoption of a certain young man—he would have been an infant when it happened.”

      “Several, actually,” Dion replied neutrally. “It’s an occupational hazard—you know how it is.”

      “This one’s named Ronny: Ronny Dillon. He lives in Tampa—or did until recently.”

      A shiver shook Dion at that, though reason told him that the omens should have sent off bells and whistles if anything bad was afoot with Ronny—unless he’d misread them. “The End” could mean Death, after all—even War, when juxtaposed with martial songs like “Eve of Destruction” or “Sky Pilot.” And the Significator had indicated a young man, which, at seventeen, Ronny Dillon certainly was. Dion tried to picture him as he had last seen him at a regional swim meet two years ago: a slim, handsome lad of average height but with the strong chest and shoulders, good muscle definition, and dark tan that marked lifelong aficionados of water sports. He also had blue eyes, dark hair cut very short to ensure less drag in the water, and had shaved his legs even when there had not been, at the time, much need to. “Mr. Welch?”

      “Did?” Dion whispered aloud, not bothering to suppress the ensuing chill.

      “Still does, I suppose,” Ms. Bartlett corrected stiffly. “If he can be said to live anywhere just now.”

      “Which means?”

      “He’s had an accident, Mr. Welch. Two, actually, though one didn’t physically involve him. The first was two days ago—he was on his school’s swimming and diving team, and—But I suppose you knew that, since my informants indicate that you’ve kept pretty close tabs on him—ever since you arranged for his adoption. Not counting the last year, of course,” she appended a tad too pointedly.

      “The accident?” Dion prompted, while the radio quietly whispered “In the Midnight Hour,” specifically the line in which the amorous narrator’s love comes “tumblin’ down.” “No, let me guess,” Dion continued. “He had a fall.” Ms. Bartlett looked startled. “How’d you know?” Another grin. “I have a way of guessing, I suppose you could say. Besides,” he added, “it only makes sense. Both swimming and diving are potentially risky activities, and since I know Ronny doesn’t drink, do drugs, or drive like a maniac, it only stands to reason that the sort of accident most likely to claim him would involve one of those sports. Since you’ve indicated that he’s not dead, and since it’s difficult to actually injure yourself swimming per se, that only leaves diving; ergo he fell.”

      “Touché,” Ms. Bartlett replied, smiling in spite of herself at Dion’s practiced wit. “Except that I didn’t say ‘injury,’ I only said ‘accident.’”

      “Touché in turn!”

      Ms. Bartlett took a deep breath and pondered a small notebook that had found its way into her hand. “We need to get serious, Mr. Welch. Like I said, Ronny had an accident. You were correct, too; he did fall while diving. According to his best friend, he’d been having a lot of trouble sleeping lately, apparently due to some kind of recurring nightmares. This kid says that right before the fall he found Ronny sitting with his head against his locker, sound asleep. He was stark naked—still had his suit in his hands, apparently. And when this friend asked Ronny what was up, he said something about having just had another nightmare.”

      “What kind of nightmares?” Dion asked carefully, feeling a vast uneasiness slipping up on him.

      “Of dying, apparently. Or, to quote his friend quoting him: ‘It was like what dying—what being dead—must really be like.’ There was some mention of Ronny hearing voices, too.”

      “What sort of voices?”

      Bartlett looked at him askance. “A voice telling him life was futile, that since everything ends sooner or later anyway, he should spare himself the pain of living and go ahead and die.”

      Dion bit his lip and nodded, but did not press the point, though he had a good idea what was up—and why the omens might not have warned him. “And the fall?” he ventured at last, careful not to let his growing apprehension show.

      “Well, according to his friend, Ronny snapped out of whatever was bothering him and went ahead and climbed to the ten-meter platform. Once there, things looked fine—until all of a sudden he began to waver, like he was dizzy or something. He started to climb back down—and apparently simply lost his balance and toppled off. He glanced off the railing of a lower platform—got a mild concussion from it, too. But what’s much worse is that that impact knocked him so far back that he grazed the side of the pool with sufficient force to essentially rip off his right kneecap, while shattering it and most of the bones around it, which—”

      “Which effectively puts an end to his Olympic aspirations, never mind local competition.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And his parents got killed on their way to the hospital. “

      “You saw the paper, did you?”

      “Nope, never touch the things, and I only listen to music on the radio.”

      Ms. Bartlett stiffened, looked a bit unnerved, but managed to mask her discomfort with a frown. “Well, you’re right again,” she managed. “And I have to ask again: how did you know?”

      Dion only smiled cryptically. The pieces were coming together almost more quickly than he could sort them now: song sequences from several days past that he still recalled, all bearing implications so cryptic that he’d simply abandoned hope of figuring them out—until now.

      Like Herb Alpert’s “The Lonely Bull,” which had turned up in the This Lies Ahead position the day before yesterday—the day of the accident. That hadn’t made any sense at all—except that now he considered it, a bull often signified a car, and could mean something as specific as a Lamborghini (which used a bull on its badge), an AMC Matador (possibly, though that was a stretch), or a Ford Taurus. And Ronny’s folks had a Taurus; Dion had helped arrange the “lucky” lottery win that had paid for it. And since the second accident had not directly involved Ronny, it stood to reason it had to have involved those closest to him—and the likeliest way the bull could have tied in was through the Taurus.

      Of course, there was no way he could explain any of this to the woman. So he simply went on smiling and eventually mumbled a rather noncommittal, “Just makes sense.”

      “How so?” Ms. Bartlett countered instantly.

      Dion shrugged. “Well, if his folks were alive, you wouldn’t have come to me. It’s as simple as that.” Which effectively passed the buck back to Ms. Bartlett.

      “Uh, yeah, I guess it does,” she acknowledged, looking flustered and confused—which amused Dion immensely. “They were on their way to the hospital,” she went on a moment later. “They ran a stoplight and hit a much bigger car.”

      “Air bag didn’t help?”

      “There was a secondary impact from the side. It was…messy.”

      Dion nodded sadly. He’d known the Dillons for more than seventeen years; had even dated Harriet Dillon briefly—when she was still Harriet Moreland. She’d been his sister’s roommate in college.

      “So…?”

      “Figure it out, Mr. Welch. You seem to be good at that.”

      “Very well,” Dion replied, flopping back on his bunk and steepling his fingers on his chest. “Ronny’s hurt and his adoptive parents are dead and the Dillons were the last of their line. They have no siblings, cousins, in-laws, or living parents. As the person who arranged Ronny’s adoption and subsequently kept an eye on him at the bequest of his biological mother, I am therefore the closest thing the boy has to next of kin. Therefore, you either want money for medical bills—which I doubt, since I know for a fact that he’s well provided for and insured out the wazoo—or else you want me to put you in touch with his mother, which I absolutely will not do.”

      “Not necessarily his mother…”

      “Well, I obviously won’t do as a guardian, and my brother Gil—who also used to check up on him from time to time—is right out, ’cause he’s even deeper in the clink than I am—you did know about him, didn’t you? And why he’s out of the running as well?”

      “Rape, wasn’t it? A sorority girl at that college he used to teach at?”

      “Right. My last trial, too—and one of my very few failures.”

      “Which brings us back to a guardian for Ronny Dillon.”

      “And?”

      “Very well. Since you insist on having it spelled out for you, the boy’s godmother is someone named Erin Welch—your sister, isn’t she? And also Harriet Dillon’s roommate at the University of Florida, unless their records have also been tampered with. She visits Ronny from time to time—or so the neighbors tell me. We’ve even found pictures of the two of them, though none were very recent. I believe he usually calls her Aunt Erin.”

      “Correct.”

      “Well, the Dillons will leave custody of Ronny to her.”

      “Not the will I did for them!” Dion flared. “It specifies quite clearly that a consortium of family friends is to make any custody decisions—with Ronny’s consent, now that he’s nearly of legal age.”

      “Ah, but I did a new one for them last year!” Ms. Bartlett countered triumphantly. “I took over as their lawyer when you became…unavailable. We decided that custody by committee was simply too cumbersome in the event of an emergency. I convinced the Dillons to name Ronny’s godmother, since that’s what they’re for anyway.”

      It was Dion’s turn to stiffen. This he hadn’t foreseen at all, not even a hint—though, he supposed, the optimum time for such things to have shown up in the omens had passed long ago. Still, he should have known something was up—unless, as he sometimes did, he’d misinterpreted the signs. Or unless there was another influence at work—a possibility he did not want to consider because it implied that Ronny had attracted the attention of someone he should not have. Which meant that a really messy situation could be evolving—one that Dion had hoped to forestall.

      “And…?” Dion managed finally.

      “Unfortunately, we can’t seem to locate an address for this Erin Welch—nobody can, apparently. In fact, there seem to be no records of her whereabouts after college, at least not that anyone I know can access. And the home address she listed then was only an Atlanta post office box, which has long since been reassigned. There’s not even a number in the Dillons’ phone book. That’s why I’m asking you: I need an address for her, something to go on.”

      “No,” Dion stated flatly.

      “But why? It’s what the Dillons wanted. Don’t you trust your own kin?”

      “Not to raise children, I don’t!”

      “But she’s got a son herself! Nice kid, too—according to the neighbors who met him when they used to come down and visit.”

      “Neighbors can lie.” That was to throw her off the track. Dion had known the boy—his name was Lewis—since the day he was born, and liked him just dandy. He should have kept an eye on those neighbors, though; evidently they’d seen more than he’d given them credit for.

      “Another reason then?”

      “Okay,” Dion said bluntly. “I’ll lay it on the line: If Ronny goes to live with my sister, there’s a very good chance he’ll end up dead. Barring that, he’s almost bound to wind up crazy as a peckerwood.”

      “Get real, Mr. Welch!”

      “I am real! I’m as real as anybody you’ll ever meet, and a hell of a lot more alive!”

      Ms. Bartlett stood abruptly and fixed him with an icy stare. “There’s more to life than being alive.”

      “No,” Dion snapped, “there isn’t!”

      “And you really refuse to tell me? I can subpoena records if I have to—or get court orders. She has to have an address listed someplace.”

      “Oh no she doesn’t.” Dion grinned triumphantly. “You won’t find a thing on her—or me—or my brother Gil—and especially not now that I know you’re looking! You’re extremely lucky you located me—and a year from now you wouldn’t even have been able to do that!”

      “And how, pray tell, do you expect to accomplish such wholesale annihilation?”

      Dion’s reply was a cryptic smile.

      “I still have one other option,” Ms. Bartlett said at last, with a challenging twinkle in her eye Dion did not like. “This brother Gil you keep referring to. I hear he likes to talk to ladies.”

      “He likes to do lots of things to ladies—as I’m sure you’ve also heard.”

      “That’s fine,” Ms. Bartlett said even more icily. “My uncle’s a warden up where he’s staying—and he likes to do things to men.”

      “It’s only pain and humiliation. Nothing he can do’ll touch the real Gil.”

      “Ah, but your brother’s also inordinately fond of you, isn’t he, Mr. Welch? And I also have a warden friend here—a fact I’m sure your brother would find very interesting. How else do you suppose I arranged this private an audience?”

      Dion rolled his eyes and stood, extending his hand chivalrously. “I don’t think we have anything else to say to each other.” He smiled. “Ms. Bartlett, it’s been a pleasure.”

      Bartlett’s reciprocal handshake was the shortest on record. “I’ll be in touch, Mr. Welch. Sleep well.”

      And with that, Warden Wheeler unlocked the door.

      She would be in touch, too, Dion knew—one way or another—for the next song was “See You in September.”

      He also knew his brother would tell Ms. Alice Bartlett everything she wanted to know. The omens confirmed it, when he recast his future that evening: “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” in the slot for Influences Coming into Being and “Do You Want to Know a Secret?” in the space for What Will Be. And the clincher, the omen for Hopes and Fears: The Zombies’ “Tell Her No,” but interrupted halfway through by the DJ, thereby reversing the meaning.

      “Tell her yes,” Dion muttered to himself, as he conjured up the mental game of chess he’d been playing with himself for two days now. Then: “No, please God, let Gilbert tell her no!”
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Welch County High School, Cordova, Georgia


      Friday, April 6—2:30 P.M.

      “Hold it…hold it…wait…okay, it’s ready! Any time now!”

      But Ronny Dillon already had the tongs in an asbestos-gloved hand and was easing the crucible of molten silver away from the nearly invisible flame of the blowtorch clamped in a specially designed vise beside the worktable. As his instructor’s final directions subsided into the dull mumble of youthful voices that pervaded Welch County High’s barnlike industrial arts annex, he smoothly swung the ceramic vessel around ninety degrees, then carefully tipped the pouring spout above the foot-high plaster-filled steel cylinder that rested atop an asbestos-covered counter beside him. Liquid metal flowed in a red-white stream, gurgling and fizzing as it invaded the cavities that had housed a purple wax master form until he’d cooked it away in the kiln the day before. A thin, sweet, acrid odor filled the air.

      Ronny held his breath for the ten or so seconds the pouring lasted, releasing it only when the mold was full. A shallow dome of glowing metal like a superheated bubble lingered for an instant, centering the smoke-stained plaster, then slowly began to darken. There was practically no overflow. He checked the crucible before setting it down beside the mold and nodded in satisfaction. Good: he’d figured the amount exactly right. Not a trace of what had once been four of Aunt Erin’s mismatched antebellum spoons remained unused.

      Behind him, his teacher, Mr. Wiley, shut off the torch with an audible whufft, then joined Ronny at his work station. “I don’t know why I even bother coaching you.” Wiley sighed, lifting a blond eyebrow in resigned bemusement. “I should know better by now—but I still don’t see how you do it.”

      “Do what?” Ronny was genuinely curious. As best he could tell, he’d done nothing particularly remarkable. All lost-wax casting amounted to, after all, was following a relatively straightforward set of procedures.

      “All of it!” Wiley snorted, full of good-natured exasperation. “Getting your molds right the first time, knowing exactly where to put the sprue and how big and long to make it; figuring out precisely the correct amount of metal to melt straight off by eye and never having any left over, temperatures; time over the torch—the whole nine yards!” Ronny’s reply was a disinterested shucking of his gloves. “Dunno,” he grunted, which was as much response as he generally granted anyone since his accident had forced him to move in with his godmother and her son, here in the wilds of north Georgia. “Just feels right, I guess.”

      “And you’re sure you’ve never done any metalwork before?”

      “I told you when I signed up,” Ronny replied shortly, scowling as he waited for the button of metal atop the plaster to turn black. “Took a semester of jewelry-making back in Florida,” he added irritably, when Wiley showed no sign of leaving. “Never got further than cutting circles, etching, and twisting wires, okay?” His gaze never left the steel cylinder.

      “Any sculpture?” Wiley persisted. “Your wax master models are as good as any I’ve seen anywhere, never mind high school.”

      Ronny grimaced sourly. All he needed now was to let himself get distracted and screw up.

      “I’d appreciate an answer, Mr. Dillon.”

      Ronny shot Wiley as much glare as he dared. “I’ve always liked fiddling around with models, I reckon. I guess I’m used to dealing with small, intricate stuff.” He wiped his hands on his holey jeans, as if in dismissal.

      “Well, whatever it is, you’ve sure as heck got a knack for it.”

      Ronny’s reply was to seize the mold with a fresh pair of tongs, swing it another ninety degrees, and dunk it unceremoniously into a galvanized steel basin full of water. A veil of steam immediately engulfed his arm to the elbow, coupled with the frying, sizzling hiss that meant heat and cold had joined battle for control of a defenseless chunk of plaster. Ronny kept it submerged a full minute, then retrieved the spoils from what was now a vat of very murky liquid—and breathed a sigh of relief. Good, he’d done that right too: the sudden cooling had shattered all but a few stubborn fragments away from his new creation.

      Several of his classmates had gathered around to watch by now, each holding his breath in anticipation. Wiley was too, as much a kid as the rest of them—which, given he was only in his mid-twenties, didn’t require much of a stretch. A chorus of appreciative gasps hissed around him as Ronny gave the prickly object a few quick swipes with a small paintbrush, followed by a careful pair of prods with a sculpting stylus. And then, quite suddenly, his latest masterpiece stood revealed. He examined it critically for perhaps a minute, then passed the object to his teacher.

      “Jesus,” Wiley murmured, studying the hand-sized figure that glittered before him like an enormous tropical mantis snagged by some biologist’s tweezers. “There aren’t even any bubbles to speak of!”

      “They’re just small, that’s all,” Ronny countered quickly, so enthralled by his own success he forgot to be sullen. “See, there’s one in the hair, and one along the edge of the shield…”

      Wiley screwed up his eyes about as far as anyone could and still look human. “If you say so,” was all he could manage. He returned the silver figure to Ronny.

      “What’s that supposed to be?” Rory Smith wondered from the other side of the counter. “Some kinda Conan?” Ronny ignored his classmate’s obvious ignorance and eyed the fruit of the last three days’ labors with aloof detachment. Not Conan, no; but he really couldn’t blame Rory for not knowing the difference, since he was fairly certain the guy’s exposure to matters fantastical was exclusively through rented videotapes. And especially since the figure Ronny had so artfully crafted actually was a barbarian warrior of sorts.

      Maybe six inches high, it depicted a slender, long-haired, angle-faced man clad in intricate breastplate, helmet, vambraces, and greaves, but bare-armed and -legged, and flourishing a huge (i.e.: three-inch) broadsword one-handed above him, while a shield trailed behind in the other. What looked like a six-inch-long ribbon of grass terminating at the figure’s feet was actually the sprue—the channel down which the molten metal flowed to reach the mold itself—and disguising it that way was another of Ronny’s clever touches. In fact, about the only thing that didn’t betray original thinking was the pose itself; he had lifted it shamelessly from a paperback book cover. But the actual execution from sketch through wax model to finished product was all his own.

      Without further delay, Ronny turned and limp-hopped the few steps back to his worktable. His crutch was leaning against one side, and he snagged it as he sat down. A few deft twists of the sprue, which had been designed and positioned as an attachment agent, and he had secured the figure just below the frontmost of the padded horns atop his crutch.

      Wiley raised his other eyebrow, muttered a final “Reckon there’s nothing I can teach you,” and stalked off to see how his less accomplished students were doing on their casting projects.

      Not well, Ronny conceded sadly, as he disengaged the figure from the crutch and rummaged in the drawer under the tabletop until he found a fine-toothed file the size of a toothpick, a soft cloth, and a smidgeon of jeweler’s rouge, with which he set to refining his new creation. Most of his eleventh-grade classmates were hard-pressed to comprehend the basic soldering or braising they’d been attempting when Ronny had joined the class two weeks before. Those he’d mastered in roughly a day apiece, surprising no one as much as himself. There was no way he could explain his facility, either; working with metal had simply felt right. More than once Ronny had found himself wondering why he’d never noticed such an obvious knack before. He supposed it was because he’d had more ego-gratifying priorities—like swimming, like diving, like all the shattered dreams of his former life.

      Wiley had been impressed from the start, of course, and had made any number of slightly inane comments about good hand-to-eye coordination being a survival skill and therefore probably hereditary—and had been keeping a more than casual eye on his progress ever since.

      Ronny wasn’t wild about the attention. Since he was a city boy new to a rural school, and newly handicapped besides, his intention had been to maintain as low a profile as possible until the end of the school year, whereupon he intended to spend a nice lazy summer getting his head back in order. Which meant, in the meantime, keeping talk to a minimum; making good, but not outstanding, grades; answering in class only when specifically called on; and not asking questions himself, even in those rare subjects (like trigonometry) when he found himself utterly confounded.

      Trouble was, he couldn’t help showing off when it came to working with metal; the only alternative was to consciously hold himself back, and that violated every principle he’d ever been taught. “Determine a goal and go for it,” his father—his late father—had said. “If you have a gift, you have an absolute obligation to God, yourself, and your fellow man to use it to the fullest with the last atom of your being.”

      And to think that a month ago he had not even suspected he could do it! Shoot, two weeks ago they’d practically had to force him to sign up for shop because there were no other classes open for such a late transfer as he. And even at that, had his godbrother Lewis (what else could you call the natural son of the godmother/guardian with whom you were living?) not insisted the teacher was a good guy and made Aunt Erin practically fill out the schedule card for him (both thinking—rightly, as it turned out—that activities that kept his hands busy would serve him better than those that merely occupied his rather self-absorbed head), he would have wound up learning accounting or something equally stultifying.

      In that, at least, he had been fortunate.

      Another whufft and a blast of heat from behind meant that someone else was taking a turn at the torch: rendering down their own conglomeration of scrap metals. He tried not to look that way; tried to ignore his classmates, to key only to the task at hand. Tried most earnestly not to meet scores of adolescent eyes that at once regarded him with begrudging admiration (some of them would get As too, but on that scale, Ronny was due two or three at once), and yet were obviously (and not unreasonably) consumed with jealousy Ronny made little effort to alleviate. None of them truly liked him, he knew, though most were civil—probably out of consideration for Lewis, whom many of them seemed to regard with an almost superstitious awe that Ronny hadn’t figured out yet. But he didn’t much care anyway, because he really wasn’t in the market for friends right now. Not when any one of them could fall and get killed just like that; not when the roads were full of cars, any one of which could snuff someone’s candle without the slightest warning.

      And of course there were the kids who actually deigned to feel sorry for him! Those were the ones that got to him most: the ones who could walk and move freely and pity him, when not one of them had a clue how much Ronny was missing.

      Like his entire future: there one day, all bright and shining as this silver; and then gone the next, dashed to pieces on the edge of a Florida pool. That he now owned a two-story Tudor in Tampa and had his name on a good-sized bank account, courtesy of inheritance, was little consolation. There were legal administrators for them, and he couldn’t touch them until he was twenty-one in any event. What he couldn’t touch ever again, however, was the dream he’d held dear for as long as he could remember himself on the ten-meter platform at the Olympics. That it might well have been the Atlanta Olympics—practically in his backyard, which would have ensured that people he knew and cared about (had known and had cared about, rather) would get to watch—merely made the loss of the dream that much more bitter. Now he’d probably get to hobble in on his crutch and watch Aaron Loomis (if his former best friend was extremely fortunate) go for the gold in his stead.

      Unbidden, tears welled up in Ronny’s eyes, as they still did far too frequently. He wiped them on his polishing rag and hoped no one noticed, then scowled at his crutch once more.

      His crutch! He regarded it with a mixture of resentment and appreciation. Resentment that he had no choice but to use it (a shattered—indeed, largely absent—kneecap that, coupled with a broken tibia and major ligament damage, limited leg flexion to the few degrees necessary to drive a car made that a certainty). But appreciation too, since his hostility toward its antiseptic utilitarianism had been the genesis of the current wave of creativity. He had to stump around with a crutch, huh? Had to have people stare at him and feel sorry for him? Well, so much for that! He’d use a crutch, then—but it would be the best, the flashiest, the most bizarre crutch in the world, and he would make the whole damned thing! He had worked out the basic design already, and was well along on the wax master form (all this at home during his copious free time). It would be simple of line yet baroque in detail. And he would form the main section of it from one piece of aluminum like those complex alloy castings the Italians were always using in their Ferraris and Lamborghinis. Why, just yesterday Wiley had surveyed his drawings and said he thought his design would work in theory, adding that—and these were his exact words—“It looks less like an appliance than a piece of abstract sculpture, combining the functional elegance and organic form of bone, with the mechanical precision of engineering.”

      And it would be completely overrun by as large a phalanx of miniature warriors as class time and availability of silver spoons allowed. The one in his hand would merely be their captain.

      It would take a long time, too, he knew. But that did not concern him, because with diving gone, there was a vast echoing emptiness in his soul that he doubted would ever be filled.

      Still, a month ago, flat on his back in a hospital with what was left of his knee screwed full of surgical steel and cased in plaster, there had been nothing in the world he cared about.

      Today there was one thing.

      But when the ringing of the bell signaled the end of class, he knew that was not enough. Sighing, he quickly stashed his warrior in his backpack, then secured his supplies in his locker, slipped a faded blue denim jacket over his black Indigo Girls T-shirt, and ventured out into the end-of-day chaos of Welch County High.
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        * * *

      

      It was a long way from the industrial arts shop to homeroom: a bloody long way. Or at least it was when you had to navigate every slope and staircase with a crutch under one arm and an overladen backpack encumbering the other. Never mind doors that were designed with two-handed people in mind, or the inevitable adolescent sadists who tried to trip him, not because he was crippled, but because he was the new kid and—Ronny was ashamed to admit—more than occasionally a sullen, uncommunicative asshole.

      The worst part was the eyes: eyes following him down the corridors, lingering over his every halting step but never meeting his own blue gaze—though the fact that he tended to stare fixedly at the ground certainly didn’t help. Still, he caught an occasional encouraging comment—mostly from girls. “Looks like Kevin Bacon” was his favorite—if only the follow-up hadn’t been “Yeah, but he can’t dance.” Or the ego-shattering double-edged sword of “He’s a real fox—or would be if he hadn’t got his hind paw hung in a trap!”

      As if good looks made a turd’s worth of difference anymore. Oh, he lifted weights and worked out on Lewis’s rowing machine when he could, so that he’d burned off most of the flab a month in the hospital had given him, leaving him lean and hard and with a good part of his tan intact. And his hair was finally growing out, there being no reason to keep it short now that he wasn’t swimming—resulting in a high-tech, burr-headed effect that Aunt Erin said was quite flattering. But would any of it do him any good? Would anyone ever go out with him again, now that he had such an obvious limitation?

      He was still pondering that when the last of the stragglers swept by him, leaving him alone on the breezeway that connected the upper and lower buildings. And the lower door—the heavy, glass-and-steel, two-handed door—was already closing ahead of him. He stumbled forward to catch it before it latched, on the theory that if he could reach it before it secured itself, he could just squeeze inside without making a production out of it. Unfortunately, that was not to be. The door shut, the hardware clicked, and he had to fumble with both pack and crutch (securing the latter under his chin) in order to manipulate the recalcitrant mechanism. Of all the doors in school he hated this one most, for it was awkward and heavy and sluggish all at once. He had just gotten the latch to cooperate and was bracing to give it a good yank, when he found himself thrust backward and the pull bar wrenched from his grip. He stumbled, and certainly would have fallen had not a hand closed around his upper arm to steady him.

      “Sorry,” a female voice gasped—Southern-slow, but without the twang that made too many of his classmates sound like refugees from “The Dukes of Hazzard.” Full of sincerity too, though he had no idea how he knew that.

      He glanced up reluctantly and found himself gazing into the frank brown eyes of a remarkably pretty girl: slim and dark-haired, and wearing an Indigo Girls T-shirt identical to his above new jeans. Her brow was knitted with concern, but as their exchange of gazes lingered, her expression smoothed and—wonder of wonders—she smiled at him. He could almost literally feel its warmth.

      “You are okay, aren’t you?” the girl went on breathlessly. “Jeeze, but I hate it when teachers keep on after the bell, don’t you?”

      “No problem,” Ronny mumbled, ignoring the girl’s second query while he rearranged his load and edged toward the door she was still partly blocking.

      The girl stepped aside to let him pass, but lingered a moment longer.

      “You’re sure?”'

      “Yeah,” he replied, “thanks.”

      “You’re staying with Lewis Welch, aren’t you?”

      How had she known that? he wondered. It implied that she’d noticed him before, whereas he’d never seen this girl in his life. He’d certainly have remembered.

      “Uh, yeah, sorta,” he told her. “His mom’s my…uh, my godmother. My folks…uh…” He swallowed, looked down. “Uh…they kinda died. I had to move up here.”

      “Where from?”

      “Tampa.”

      “That must’ve been neat. I—” The girl broke off in midsentence, blushing furiously. “Oh, I’m sorry! I meant living in Florida must’ve been neat.”

      Ronny shrugged and managed a smile, hoping to ease the girl’s obvious discomfort without betraying too much of his own in the process. “It was.”

      “Lew’s a good guy. I really like him.”

      “So do I.” Which was true. Lewis was in fact the only true friend Ronny had in Welch County.

      “Must be real strange—growing up by yourself, and then having to become part of another family, and all.”

      “How’d you know I grew up by myself?”

      The girl smiled cryptically. “I’d have heard if there were any others. News travels fast when it’s about the Welches.” Ronny blinked stupidly, wondering whether that was meant as a compliment or an insult. The Welches commanded a huge amount of clout locally, that was a fact (the county had, after all, been named for some multiply great-uncle of Lew’s who had founded it). And if he hadn’t learned anything else during the two weeks he’d been around, he had discovered that being a Welch—or on the good side of one—mattered a lot in certain circles. It was hard to get used to, though: being an adjunct to a prestigious local clan—especially when the sept he was connected with was by all accounts the black-sheep branch. And it was doubly confounding when somebody mentioned it and he had no idea how he was supposed to respond.

      The girl saved him the risk of a reply—by the simple expedient of checking her watch. “Oh, crap,” she wailed in alarm. “I am so late.”

      Ronny smiled wistfully. “Don’t let me hold you up.”

      The girl blushed again and glanced down, which brought her gaze in line with his chest. “Like your shirt!” She chuckled. Once more she flashed him that dazzling smile.

      “Huh?” Ronny stammered. Then, “Oh…right.”

      “You like the Indigo Girls?”

      “Some of their stuff.”

      “So do I.”

      A bell chimed. Ronny glanced up apprehensively. “Catch you later?”

      “I hope so.”

      And then, somehow, they were both continuing on their way.

      Once inside, Ronny turned and thumped along backwards, gazing through the door’s thick glazing to trace the mysterious girl’s progress up the breezeway. She moved nicely, but without the self-conscious pretentiousness a lot of pretty girls affected. And he wondered why he suddenly had the oddest feeling that she was thinking about him as well. Why, he could almost imagine the thoughts running through her head: Nice guy—I wonder if he’s taken. Maybe I ought to ask Marilyn.

      Ronny halted dead in his tracks.

      Who the hell was Marilyn?

      Marilyn Bridges, perhaps? She was the only person of that name he knew, in which case that was a good sign, because he’d been pretty impressed with that Marilyn. Marilyn Bridges had actually gone out of the way to say “Hi” to him on his first day in this new school—as best he could tell, even before word got out that he was associated with the obviously popular Lewis. So if this girl was that Marilyn’s friend, it augured well for her.

      But how the hell had he known?

      Maybe he’d been mistaken, and the girl had merely been talking to herself as she sashayed away—though she’d have to have been speaking pretty loudly for him to have heard her through plate glass and steel. He shook his head. Probably he’d been daydreaming again: making up conversations he wanted to hear. He did that a lot, especially in situations where he didn’t know many people and was shy about breaking the ice.

      But then a cold, sick dread assailed him from out of nowhere, making his stomach flip-flop and chills race over his body. Maybe he was going insane! He hadn’t had the nightmares lately—not since his accident. But could it be that—

      “Mr. Dillon,” a voice thundered so close behind him he nearly lost his balance again, “don’t you have somewhere you need to be?”

      Ronny whirled around on his good leg and nearly fell for the second time in as many minutes. “Sorry,” he mumbled to the assistant principal he found himself facing. “I got delayed.”

      “You must have! I mean I realize you have a, uh, problem, Mr. Dillon, but that doesn’t mean you can take advantage of…”

      Ronny tuned out the rest and stumped away. Only then did it occur to him that he didn’t even know the girl’s name.

      Or did he? Why did he have the strangest suspicion it was Winnie Cowan?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Lewis Welch was alternately checking his watch, peering expectantly at the door, and talking ninety miles an hour to everyone in earshot when Ronny finally made it to Miss Maybelle Shepherd’s homeroom—bare seconds before the final tardy bell chimed. The next bell, due in approximately five minutes, would signal the loading of the first of two series of buses, and the one after that would dismiss commuters: those who drove their own cars, as he and Lewis took turns doing—it had been Lew’s turn today. Walkers would go last, which didn’t make a lot of sense to Ronny, though he supposed it had something to do with making it less likely they’d be mowed down by the zooming Trans Ams and low-flying Mustang GTs that seemed to be standard fare among the more affluent juniors and seniors.

      Lewis’s grin and inquisitively lifted left eyebrow easily countered Miss Shepherd’s pursed lips and ominous scowl as Ronny thumped over to his front-row seat and flopped down in it—last of her delinquent sheep to return to the fold. The room was abuzz with conversation, even more so than usual, and Ronny could pick up odd snatches—phrases like “Where’d you say?” and “Meet you there” and “Wonder if my folks’ll let me go,” all of which made not an iota of sense, except as they implied that something more interesting than usual was evidently up. He’d never seen that much excitement up here. And Lewis, naturally, would be certain to know all about it.

      In defiance of Shepherd’s strict edicts, Ronny immediately twisted around in place, curiosity about what was happening vying for attention with his already-pending questions about the mysterious dark-haired girl, whom Lew was also sure to have the scoop on.

      Lewis, who could be devilishly quick at times, preempted him, however. “ ’Bout time you got in,” he chided, thwacking Ronny gently on the nose with the Bic pen he’d been using to doodle on his notebook. “I was afraid I was gonna have to leave you.”

      “Leave me?” Ronny asked stupidly. “How come?”

      “ ’Cause we’ve gotta boogie, man! Gotta go over the river and through the woods; gotta—”

      “Boogie?” Ronny interrupted. “Where? Lew—what the hell’s going on?”

      Lewis’s blue eyes rounded in mock astonishment, preposterously guileless and young in what was already a remarkably youthful face. With his curly blond hair and oversized white shirt he looked amazingly like a Renaissance angel. “You mean you really don’t know?”

      “If I knew, I wouldn’t have asked, would I? By the way, do you know—” Ronny checked himself, abruptly aware of easily a dozen sets of eyes and ears all intent on his conversation with Lewis.

      “Do I know what?” Lewis wondered innocently.

      “Never mind.” Ronny snorted in disgust. “I’ll ask you later.”

      “I bet he ain’t never heard of ’im,” Jay Garrett opined loudly from one row over and two seats back. He squinted at Ronny speculatively, a-drip with that redneck arrogance Ronny so thoroughly detested. “Have you, Dillon?”

      “Heard of who?” Ronny asked, before he could stop himself. The smart response would have been to ignore Jay and whatever secret had got him and most of the rest of the class riled up—it couldn’t be that big a deal, after all. But now he’d slipped and set himself up for what would doubtlessly be yet another round of teasing.

      Jay leered across Lewis. “He don’t know, does he?” Fortunately Lewis interceded and spared Ronny further perplexity. “The Road Man,” he whispered conspiratorially, eyes a-twinkle with secret knowledge. “I’ll give you the scoop in the parking lot.”

      At which point a bell obligingly rang, taking the last of the bus riders with it. Miss Shepherd went with them, it being her turn to oversee that stage of the loading—whereupon the rest of the class immediately abandoned their seats and scrunched closer in to Ronny and Lewis.

      “And you really ain’t never heard of the Road Man?” Mandy Stevens gasped from Ronny’s right, fidgeting with the keys to her classic ’66 GTO. “Boy, you must’ve had a mighty queer raisin’ if you ain’t never heard about Aim!” Lewis fixed the girl with a good-natured glare which effectively silenced her. She stuck out her tongue, but then grinned broadly—and sincerely, Ronny thought. On the other hand, Lew was a Welch, whatever that implied. Ronny wondered if he’d just witnessed some type of subtle one-upsmanship.

      Lewis winked at him.

      “Who’s the Road Man?” Ronny repeated, trying to ignore the smirking Mandy.

      “I’ll tell you in the car!”

      “Lewis!”

      “It’d be bad luck to say more right now, okay?”

      The ensuing silence told Ronny he would get no more out of Lew until he was good and ready. He would have turned around and stared stonily at the floor had a contemptuous guffaw not drawn his gaze over Lewis’s shoulder, to see Chuck Matthews leering at them across the basketball that was his eternal fashion accessory, never mind that the season had long since passed.

      “Since when does a Welch needed to worry ’bout bad luck?” Chuck wondered loudly, staring straight at Lew.

      Lewis did not reply, but Ronny saw him bite back a retort. That was the downside of being a Welch: people liked you—or went through the motions of liking you; they kind of had to, though Ronny hadn’t exactly found out why, except that it was considered propitious to have a Welch in attendance at any given function, and that no major rite of passage was ever enacted without one. But that same nebulous notoriety also ensured a certain amount of resentment and distancing that for some reason reminded Ronny of what must have existed between serfs and peasants in the Middle Ages. And occasionally, apparently, that resentment boiled over, most often in a small faction that lived in the extreme northern part of the county, as Chuck and Jay both did.

      “We don’t have luck,” Lewis finally growled, unable to restrain himself. “We make do with what comes to us, same as everybody.”

      “Seems like an awful lot of comin’, then,” Chuck shot back sourly, and Ronny suspected he was witnessing a resurgence of some long-standing feud only thinly buried. “Seein’ as how your mom don’t do nothin’ all day ’cept stay home and paint, and still drives a Continental, and all.”

      “Luck don’t work too well,” Junior Warren chimed in, having shifted a seat or so closer in support of his basketball buddy.

      “Why not?” Chuck asked in a tone of mock innocence, and Ronny saw him exchange mirthful, knowing glances with Jay. He wished Ms. Shepherd would return, but she was probably still standing guard beside the loading zone.

      “ ’Cause money and houses and cars or not,” Jay went on gleefully, when Lewis showed no signs of answering, “the boy still ain’t got no daddy—do you, Mr. Lewis Welch?”

      Lew simply glared at them, and Ronny had to light the urge to thwack the crap out of them with his crutch, but refrained—out of consideration for his friend.

      Ronny didn’t understand it all. He deserved most of what he got because he brought it on himself by acting aloof and weird. But Lewis…Bastard or not, why would anybody have it in for Lew? He was bright but not show-offish about it; he was talented (could play a mean twelve-string, sing on key, and draw rather well); he had good, if somewhat trendy taste in clothes; and he was nice-looking, if a bit small for his age, but well-built for all that, with the hard, clean muscles that had helped him to a regional wrestling championship the year before. He also had a sunny disposition that not even vicious teasing could cloud for very long, a disposition exactly mirrored by the curly blond hah: and light blue eyes that—Ronny had heard more than once—must have come from his unknown daddy, ’cause surely no Welch ever looked like that.

      As to what Welches did look like—Ronny had no idea. The only one he’d actually met besides Lewis was Aunt Erin, who was tall, slim, and redheaded.

      Lewis had not responded to Jay’s last remark, but Ronny could see hurt in his eyes. Fortunately another bell sounded, signaling the departure of the drivers, which put an end to further discussion.

      Once in the hall, Lewis automatically ducked ahead of Ronny to run interference, as the roughly ten percent of the student body who drove stampeded for their mounts. Ronny tried to make the best progress he could, hating to slow his friend—until he noticed that Lewis was also hanging back. Roughly thirty seconds later, they were outside and heading toward Lewis’s new red Ford Probe halfway down the parking lot on the juniors’ side. The lot was almost empty already, but Lewis neither spoke nor increased his pace until they reached the car.

      Ronny waited expectantly by the passenger door, but Lewis did not unlock it. Rather, he was glancing around as furtively as Ronny had ever seen him.

      “Quick—this way!” Lewis hissed, apparently satisfied that some coast or other was clear. Not waiting for Ronny’s reply, he darted across the nearer horn of the school’s U-shaped driveway and entered the dark pine forest which surrounded Welch County High on three sides. A froth of bluish-white pine needles closed behind him, hiding him completely.

      Ronny, finding himself alone, had no recourse but to follow. Sparing a distrustful glance toward the school building, he limped as fast as he could across the road and into the welcoming cover.

      “Lewis, what in the hell are you doing?” he called, seeing no sign of his friend.

      “You haven’t figured it out yet?” Lewis chuckled, appearing so suddenly by Ronny’s side that he jumped. “We’re walking home today!”

      “Walking!” Ronny cried. “Lewis, I don’t feel like walking!”

      “No, you feel like being sorry for yourself—like you always do. But there’s a reason for it today.”

      “You gonna tell me?”

      “If you’re good.”

      “I’ll stick my crutch up your butt if you don’t!”

      “Now or later?” And with that Lewis broke into a grin that quite disarmed Ronny.

      “Dammit, Lew, level with me, okay?”

      “Okay, okay!” Lewis sighed, bending closer. “We’re gonna take the overland way home—and zip by and see the Road Man!”

      Ronny stiffened. “Will you cut this secretive crap?” he gritted. “Who the hell is the friggin’ Road Man? And why was it bad luck to tell me back at school?”

      “I’m not gonna tell you if you don’t come with me.”

      “I don’t like this, Lew,” Ronny grumbled. “Besides, there’s something I need to ask you.”

      “I thought you wanted to hear about the Road Man.”

      “At this point I just want to hear anything straightforward and coherent.”

      Lewis halted and waited for Ronny to catch up, then matched his steps one-for-one. They were still only ten or so yards from the highway, but already the branches had thinned out some, though the ground continued to be carpeted with pine needles. Fortunately, thus enclosed, they were largely immune to the occasional sharp bite of April wind.

      “Talk,” Ronny said flatly. “Or I turn around and leave.”

      “Okay, then,” Lew began. “As to why I said it was bad luck to tell you at school, that was just so you’d shut up and stop asking questions that were only gonna make trouble for you—I was heading off bad luck for you, so to speak.” He paused then, looked thoughtful. “As to who the Road Man is…well, it’s hard to say.”

      “Lewis!” Ronny warned, deftly thwacking him on the butt with his crutch without losing stride—which surprised both of them.

      “Well, I can’t say, not really,” Lewis protested. “I…guess the safest way to put it is that he’s a kind of tinker or something. Comes through here ’bout every nine years, or so—I barely remember the last time.”

      “And…?”

      Lewis cleared his throat. “Well, see, what he does is he just travels around the South with this Gypsy-kinda wagon, only it’s pulled by goats; and he sets up shop in a vacant lot or a meadow or some such, and makes things and fixes things. Folks come from all over to see him, and he preaches a little and makes a little money from selling his picture, which is supposed to cure what ails you.”

      He paused then, bent close. “Some folks say, too,” Lewis confided, “that he’s a witch—or a conjure man. Say he witches off warts and makes love potions, and aphroditiacs—”

      “Aphrodisiacs!”

      “Whatever that stuff is.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Right…Well, anyway, he’s supposed to be in town, supposed to be over at Swanson’s Meadow. And—”

      “Where’d you hear this?”

      “Eddie Lunsford came back from lunch and told it. Said he saw ’im.”

      “So what’re we doing roaming around in the woods, then?”

      “Why, it’s obvious, man! This is a shortcut!”

      “But why do we need a shortcut?”

      “To beat the folks in cars, silly! This way we’ll get there first!”

      “But why—?”

      “Because it’s supposed to be lucky to be first to have your picture made with the Road Man, stooge!”

      “I thought you didn’t need luck.”

      “Want a better answer?”

      “If you’ve got one!”

      “Because I bet Jimmy Powell twenty bucks I’d be the first.”

      “And let me guess: you—”

      “Right. I don’t dare put that much pressure on poor old Lady Luck.”

      Ronny stopped and stared at Lewis, who spun around to face him. “How did you know that’s what I was going to say?”

      “You mean you didn’t say it?” Lewis’s face was serious. “You interrupted me.”

      Lewis turned once more, resuming his progress. “Maybe I read your mind.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Wasn’t there something you wanted to ask me?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      “Well, this would be an awful good time to ask it.” And that, Ronny thought as he began to frame his questions, had sounded less like an invitation than an evasion.
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      West of Cordova, Georgia

      3:30 P.M.

      Ten minutes into their journey through the woods, Ronny had become so frustrated by the rapid pace Lewis had established that he scarcely cared that he still hadn’t worked up sufficient nerve to pose the one question that was foremost on his mind regarding the promising Winnie Cowan: namely whether or not she was attached, and if so, to whom.

      That was her name, however; this Lewis had assured him upon hearing Ronny’s surprisingly detailed description, much less curious about how Ronny had come into its possession than Ronny himself was. Her folks had moved up from Atlanta roughly ten years earlier, when her dad had lost his job at the Doraville General Motors plant. They now ran a convenience store on the western edge of Cordova, at which Winnie had been obliged to spend nearly all of her free time until her younger brother, Kelly, had been deemed old enough to take over a full shift a few months before. She was very quiet and made excellent grades, but had been almost invisible until the last year or so when she’d begun to blossom. Since then she’d been making a good name for herself for her consideration, unpretentiousness, and even temper.

      All of which was pretty encouraging. But Ronny had to be careful how he phrased any inquiries about possible romantic entanglements, because he had always been very secretive about that aspect of his own personality and didn’t want to appear too “interested” lest Lewis catch on and tease him. He liked Lew a lot, but he valued his privacy more.

      Still, he wouldn’t learn anything by being cautious, and with that resolve firmly in mind, had actually opened his mouth to ask if Winnie were dating anyone, when Lewis glanced at his watch, announced that they weren’t making adequate progress, and picked up the tempo to a near-jog that took all of Ronny’s concentration and most of his energy to maintain, what with the encroaching twigs and branches and the uneven forest floor. That he could nearly match Lewis stride for stride, even with his various impediments, was a source of considerable pride, because it proved that he hadn’t lost all his physical prowess. But the altitude—or so he chose to believe—left him desperately short of wind.

      “Just one more little hollow and we’re there,” Lewis panted, easing ahead of Ronny to push through a screen of white-pine branches.

      “Already?” Ronny wheezed back, more out of breath than he liked from navigating the steep forest track they’d just descended. Having grown up in the flatlands, he wasn’t used to mountains yet, and had forgotten that it sometimes took as much effort to go downhill as up, because you had to constantly restrain your momentum. “I thought Swanson’s Meadow was a long way from school.”

      “As the road bends,” Lewis replied, holding the branches aside for Ronny to maneuver past. “Not as the crow flies! That’s why I wanted to come this way. We ought to have an easy fifteen-minute lead on the other guys, since they’ll have to come through town—either that or take logging roads, and they can’t drive fast on them. There really are advantages to checking out maps.”

      Ronny consulted his watch. “Yeah, but it only took, like, ten minutes.”

      Lewis shrugged. “Well, we made good time—but then I always seem to make good time in the woods.”

      Ronny shot him a dubious glance, but kept his silence.

      “You coming or not?”

      “Soon as I get my dratted crutch untangled.” The open V where the fork met at the rubber tip had gotten fouled by a low-lying briar, forcing Ronny to sit down awkwardly (he could not kneel) to extract it.

      Lewis gave him an arm up, but that was their last delay. They had reached the bottom of a shallow hollow that sported a yard-wide trickle of stream so pocked with low, flat stones that even Ronny had no trouble crossing it with dry feet. The woods opened out ahead, gradually giving way to knee-high grass along a gentler slope, at the top of which blue sky glimmered between the trunks.

      “There’s one more thing I need to ask you…” Ronny gasped, as he toiled up the rise behind his friend.

      “Just a sec,” Lewis called, obviously intent on something more esoteric than Ronny’s desire for gossip.

      The last few yards were the steepest, so that the boys did not actually see the meadow until they were practically in it.

      “Made it,” Lewis crowed. “And right on time.”

      Ronny limped up beside him, grimacing as a sharp twinge of pain shot through his injured knee. He rubbed it absently, feeling the bulge of brace and Ace bandage through his jeans, and decided to postpone his final question.

      Roughly thrice as long as it was wide, Swanson’s Meadow occupied approximately five acres. It was screened by forest on three sides, while the fourth—one of the long axes—fronted the main highway through town, which lay two miles away to the east. More pasture faced it across the road, accented by the moldering gray shell of a derelict farmhouse, its roof collapsed into its upper story.

      “That’s the old Swanson homestead,” Lewis volunteered, inclining his head that way. “Deserted now, but that’s what gave this place its name. We own it,” he added. “Or Uncle Matt does.”

      “Does he own everything?”

      Lewis nodded disinterestedly. “Just about. He does favors for folks, and they do favors for him, and he likes to collect favors in land. Somebody dies intestate, he usually makes their heirs an offer.”

      “And let me guess: it’s bad luck to refuse.”

      “Something to that effect.”

      “So where’s this so-called Road Man?”

      “Good question.” Lewis shaded his eyes to survey the area. It looked empty: a greenish-yellow splash of tall grass broken here and there by scraggly hollies.

      Ronny directed his gaze further to the right, squinted, then pointed with his crutch while he wobbled on one foot. “Over there, I think: right past where that finger of trees kinda pokes into the field. Isn’t that some kind of wagon?” Lewis followed his line of sight. “Shoot—you’re right. I thought that was an old shed behind a bunch of bushes.” Before he realized it, Ronny was in the lead. He skirted along the north edge of the meadow, keeping the slope to their right, and noted that the treetops were level with them, which would serve to obscure their approach—especially since they were both in jeans and dark jackets. Why Ronny thought stealth was important, he didn’t know. Maybe it was the sense of adventure it imparted. Or perhaps, he forced himself to admit, he was a little apprehensive.

      But if that was the case, Lewis was too. In fact, his godbrother was clearly hanging back. Not overtly, but certainly not maintaining the brisk pace he had set through the woods.

      And there was no earthly reason for such trepidation. It wasn’t like the Road Man was unused to visitors, after all. Indeed, from what Lew had told him in the forest, he couldn’t get along without them. And Lew himself admitted to having seen the Road Man on the tinker’s last foray through—though Lew had only been eight years old at the time, and didn’t remember a lot about it.

      Except the smell, which he had described vividly.

      The same smell Ronny was catching strong whiffs of now.

      It was the sickly musk of goats, mixed with the odor of smoke, and as they drew closer to the line of trees that screened the camp, Ronny could hear occasional bleats and the distinct tink-tink-tink of metal on metal. It was still hard to see, however, which perplexed him. But then again, what they had taken to be the camp was on the fringes of the forest and much the same color, and the sky had, of a sudden, grown cloudy, so that the entire landscape had faded to a kind of colorless, murky haze. And their route had been such that the trees were now directly between them and what they’d assumed to be the camp.

      Ronny did not realize he had reached the first machine until he was almost on it. What he had taken for a man-sized bush from as close as ten feet, proved to be an elaborate fan-shaped structure of bamboo and pine twigs laced together with lengths of twine in two colors and string in three. Various bits of metal gleamed dully here and there, and the wind brought the gentle whirr-click of mechanical movement. Closer examination showed that the active components were largely pulleys and gears connected by drive belts of either leather or braided yam. It was not clear what drove the apparatus, but a trio of grimy plastic pin wheels projecting from the top were spinning slowly.

      “Jeeze!” Lewis whispered. “What’s this supposed to be?”

      “Search me,” Ronny replied, scrutinizing the spindly contrivance more thoroughly. “Oh, I see… Look!”

      He pointed to where, at a yard’s remove from the closest pinwheel, a shaft was rapidly spinning. Affixed to the shaft was what was undoubtedly a bottle brush, and stuck onto a similar shaft next to it was a brass candlestick of the sort often found in import shops. As the shafts rotated, the two brushed against each other, with the result that the candlestick was being gently but thoroughly polished.

      “Neat.” Ronny chuckled.

      “Yeah,” Lewis replied dubiously.

      “But strange.”

      “How so?”

      “Because I think mote energy’s going out than coming in.”

      Lewis studied the machine a moment longer, then nodded. “You’re right!”

      They lifted inquisitive eyebrows at one another, exchanged shrugs, and trudged on.

      The next machine stood precisely at the end of the finger of woods and was constructed in much the same manner as the previous contraption, except that it included a tad more metal and had a framework of rusty iron rebar joined together without obvious welds. It too seemed to be pinwheel-powered, but this time there were five—made of roofing tin—and the spinning brush had metal bristles that were gradually scraping the hair from what was obviously a goatskin.

      Ronny did not pause to examine it, for by now they were on the hinge of the Road Man’s camp.

      A smaller adjunct to the actual meadow, it too was screened by trees on three sides. The grass was much shorter, though, and patches of mud showed through here and there. To the right was a frail-looking stockade lashed together out of more bamboo and rebar, behind which Ronny could see the horns, heads, and widespread ears of an indeterminate number of black-and-white goats.

      And straight ahead, maybe twenty feet away, was the rear of what they had first taken to be a shed and now saw was a small enclosed wagon, rather like he’d seen Gypsies use in movies. The side they were facing contained a narrow window—he thought. It was hard to tell for certain, because the entire surface was so thoroughly encrusted with artifacts of every description it was impossible to ascertain clearly where augmentations began and underlying structure ended. A great deal of the clutter consisted of small bits of metal, either naturally finished, rusted to a uniform red-brown, or painted; among which Ronny recognized several small appliances, including a rather new blender. But there was also a stereo turntable set on its side and a multitude of pulleys and gears, from rusty relics that had to have come off Twenties-vintage farm machines to shiny new ones that could have driven the engine accessories of any number of late-model Toyotas. In addition, there were bundles of rebar, there was aluminum tubing, brass tubing, and PVC tubing in both black and white. There were phonograph records, Coke bottles, beer bottles, beer cans, blue glass insulators, five sizes of pistons in stair-step increments, a woman’s dress shoe, two children’s sneakers, four squirrel skins, a stuffed raccoon, and a mirror five feet long and four inches wide. And that didn’t even count the small stuff, like buttons, beads, bottle caps, brushes, screws, nuts, bolts, and rivets. Finally, there were lengths of wood, scraps of leather—and bones. Lots of bones: vertebrae by the score, long bones, short bones. Three skulls: one of which was definitely a goat; one probably a dolphin; and one, sporting three-inch fangs, either lion or bear. There was also a large bleached turtle shell, and the pelvis of a cow centering what Ronny hoped was the window. Discs of blue stained glass spanned the circular openings, giving it the appearance of an outrageous mask. Only one wheel was clearly visible from their angle, but Ronny thought it was made of one complex metal casting—rather like an Italian sports car’s alloy road wheel on steroids. And there were pin wheels everywhere, in all sizes, colors, and materials, so that the entire rear of the wagon seemed kinetically alive.

      There were more machines, too: mostly spindly contraptions ranged in a circle around the wagon and made of every conceivable substance, though bamboo and rebar predominated. Ronny and Lewis did not even bother to examine them as they crept closer. None of Lew’s cronies had shown up yet, which Lewis whispered was odd.

      And then the tink-tink-tink that had been so pervasively steady that Ronny had tuned it out ceased abruptly, and they saw the Road Man himself.

      He appeared suddenly, rounding the corner from where he’d been occupied up front. He was facing them but not looking their way—which gave the boys a chance to give him a thorough appraisal unobserved.

      He was tall, easily six foot three or four, and very muscular—obviously so, since he was wearing nothing but patched and faded jeans and cheap sneakers. His pecs, biceps, and shoulders were particularly impressive, as was his very thick neck. Both Lewis, who wrestled, and Ronny, who had been a swimmer, knew enough about bodybuilding to be more than casually impressed, for this was the body of a man who clearly valued strength and knew how to apply it. It was impossible to tell his age, but his skin looked smooth—what they could see of it; for in addition to the curly red hair that matted his chest, belly, and arms, he also sported a number of tattoos. Ronny couldn’t quite make them out, but they seemed to be monochromatic and fairly linear.

      The hair on the man’s head was likewise curly, wiry, and very red, and would have fallen past his shoulders had a scrap of velvet ribbon not secured it into a greasy-looking ponytail. And as for his face—it too was ageless; he could have been anywhere between twenty-five and fifty. It was a square face, and angular—very masculine, but rendered less threatening by the short, turned-up nose that from some angles made him look almost like a child. He was staring intently at the ground, so Ronny couldn’t see his eyes, but something told him they’d be blue. He also wore a plain gold ring on his right pinkie; and at least two baubles depended from his left earlobe.

      “Jeeze!” Ronny whispered. “Is that him?”

      “You got it!”

      It was then that the reason for the Road Man’s approach became apparent, for even as the boys watched, he unzipped his fly and proceeded to urinate copiously on the ground. By unspoken agreement, they held their breaths, fearing that any sound or movement would attract the mysterious man’s attention when they least desired it.

      Fortune was with them, however, and a good half-minute later the Road Man shook himself dry, turned, and sauntered back out of sight.

      Ronny vented a sigh of relief, which Lewis echoed. “Still want your picture made?” Ronny teased in a whisper. “Boy, you could have got a real good ’un there!”

      “ ‘The Road Man Walks His Weenie.’” Lewis chuckled softly.

      “More like salami, I’d say…”

      “Shhh. He’ll hear you.”

      “So? We came to see him, didn’t we? He’s got to hear us sometime.”

      “But now? He’ll know what we saw if we show up now.”

      “So? He’s a man; so are we. Men take leaks. All three of us know that.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “You’re just scared.”

      Lewis frowned thoughtfully, then nodded. “Yeah—maybe I am.”

      “No reason to be.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      “Ron… I know this was my idea, but…well, maybe I’m not so sure now…”

      But Ronny wasn’t listening. Ignoring Lewis, he skirted right, beyond the circle of machines, then angled in again from the direction opposite that which the Road Man had so recently anointed.

      As he rounded the corner of the wagon, he finally got a view of the forge: a complex but portable affair involving a foot-operated bellows virtually lost within an intricate stand which supported a large iron barrel sliced in half horizontally, then hinged and placed on its side. Even from several yards away Ronny could feel the heat and smell the thick black smoke that billowed from a makeshift chimney on one side. A tree stump a yard beyond supported a good-sized anvil, and as Ronny watched, the Road Man grasped a sooty handle on the edge of the cylinder with his bare hand, dragged a thin, foot-wide wedge of some glowing material from inside with a pair of sooty tongs, transferred the object to his anvil, and commenced to pounding on it with what looked a great deal like a sledgehammer’s head lashed to a cow’s thigh bone.

      For easily a minute Ronny watched spellbound, fruitlessly trying to figure out what the man was making. Lewis, who had only then joined him, was edging away already, but Ronny thumped him on the leg with his crutch and beckoned him back. Not bothering to see if his friend complied, he set his jaw and limped forward until he was scarcely two yards from the anvil.

      “Afternoon,” he ventured, then succumbed to a fit of coughing brought on by a sudden shift of wind which steered the smoke his way.

      “Afternoon,” the Road Man replied, his voice unexpectedly light and gentle.

      “Afternoon,” Ronny repeated, inanely. “I’m Ronny Dillon. I…that is, my friend and I heard you were here.”

      “You’re the first,” the man observed, still not looking up. “Want a picture?”

      “Sure.”

      “Got a camera?”

      Ronny and Lewis exchanged embarrassed grimaces.

      “N-no,” Lewis stammered. “We…uh…we didn’t know you were gonna be here until it was too late. We came straight from school. I didn’t think to go get one—figured you’d have one, or… He lapsed into an inarticulate mumbling.

      “Somebody else’ll get the luck then.”

      Lewis shrugged nonchalantly, but Ronny could tell he was pissed at being toyed with.

      “We…we thought you might have some,” Lewis continued awkwardly. “You know, like maybe some we could buy, or—”

      “Folks usually bring their own cameras.”

      “We…didn’t think.”

      “You’d have been here a minute ago, you could’ve got a shot of me takin’ a piss. That’d be one to show your mamas!”

      Ronny stifled a giggle. “Yeah…I guess it would.” The Road Man did not reply. Intent on his work, he still had not acknowledged their presence with eye contact. And this close, Ronny could see that what he had taken for tattoos were exactly that—except that instead of hearts and wings and the names of women, they looked like intricate engineering drawings interspersed with smaller, even more complex designs that strongly resembled printed circuits. The exception was the circular medallion on his shoulder which faithfully and exquisitely depicted Da Vinci’s The Measure of Man. Ronny had been correct about the earrings too; except that there were three—one a plain gold stud, one some sort of purple crystal wrapped in wire and secured with a safety pin through the lobe, and a larger one made up of tiny gears that circled endlessly, powered by another of the ubiquitous pinwheels, this one no more than a half inch across.

      Finally, what he’d taken for simple patches on the Road Man’s pants proved to be more bits of metal; sewn, riveted, or otherwise fastened wherever the fabric had worn thin. And there were a few kinetic assemblages as well: watch-sized gears meshing along his thighs, rubberband-powered pulleys sliding slowly across his hips. And there were what were undoubtedly scribbles and sketches in dark ink.

      Ronny studied the Road Man’s technique intently, aware only of the movement of the man’s hands, as deft thwacks with the osseous hammer first dished the wedge of dully glowing metal, then chased it with barbarically flamboyant leaves and flowers.

      “Northwest eighth of a cauldron,” the Road Man muttered without solicitation, whereupon he gave the work three more whacks and dunked it unceremoniously into a nearby vat of water—which also happened to be the air cleaner from a ’58 Ford. When the resulting steam had subsided, he wiped his hands on his thighs and—finally—met their eyes. As Ronny had expected, his were blue. What he had not expected was that they would be so piercing. Indeed, he felt as if the Road Man were gazing right through his skin and into his soul. He shuddered suddenly, fearful of what this peculiar stranger might find there.

      The Road Man lifted a ruddy eyebrow almost sadly. “No pictures?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Your loss more’n mine.”

      “We…we just wanted to drop by and see what was up,” Lewis stammered.

      “That’s what folks usually do, all right. Or what they usually do first. Sooner or later they all come by—’specially the women.” He winked at the boys and clutched his crotch. “Sho’ do like them women. Cleave to ’em, I do—just like the Bible says—cleave to ’em right in the cleft!” He thumped a suspiciously square bulge in his hip pocket emphatically.

      Ronny was at a loss. The Road Man obviously knew a vast amount about metalwork, to judge by the ease with which he had pounded out that piece of metal—and Ronny was certain he could learn a great deal from him if the guy’d let him stick around. But he was also physically intimidating, utterly tactless, and appallingly vulgar, which made

      Ronny more than a little dubious about the whole affair.

      “You a cripple, boy?”

      Ronny jumped, not realizing he’d been staring at the Road Man’s tattoos. He scowled and nearly spat out an especially virulent comment about how the answer to that ought to be pretty obvious. “You could say that,” he managed.

      “Huh?”

      “I said, ‘You could say that’!”

      “If it ain’t worth shoutin’ from the mountaintops, don’t say it a-tall—that’s what I say!”

      Ronny’s scowl deepened and he eased a step backward. “Thanks for the advice. I reckon we’d better be going.”

      “What’s your hurry? Stay a while. Shit, stay for supper. I might even let you watch me take another leak.”

      “No thanks.”

      The Road Man roared with laughter.

      Ronny glared at him a moment, then spun around and did his best to stalk away. Lewis followed quickly.

      “Ain’t got no sense of humor, have you?” the Road Man yelled at their backs.

      Ronny ignored him.

      “To thine own self be true!”

      And still Ronny paid him no mind.

      “That’s a nice piece of lost wax casting you’ve got there…”

      Ronny froze in mid-step, wondering what this obviously crazy man was talking about. Unaware he was doing it, he risked a glance over his shoulder—his right shoulder, his crutch shoulder, and then he understood.





